
        
            
                
            
        

    

“Well, well.” Luke Jacobs gave her a lazy smile. “We meet again.”
 



Mary’s hands curled into fists. “Yes, Mr. Jacobs, we do.”

 
 

“Will you tell me where I can find the livery?”

 
 

The cocky grin he wore infuriated her. And he knew it.

 
 

“Have you a remedy for horses? Or looking for some manure to add to your spiel?” That ought to wipe the smirk off his insufferable face.

 
 

He chuckled. “I need to bed down my horse. You wouldn’t want an innocent animal at risk.”

 
 

“True, but I wouldn’t mind putting a guilty beast at peril.” She eyed him, making no secret which beast she meant.

 
 

Instead of leaving, he took a step closer.

 
 

“I can see my presence in this town unhinges you. I assure you, I’m quite harmless.”

 
 

Mary pulled her five-foot-two frame erect. “Nothing unhinges me, Mr. Jacobs. Not even the prospect of a charlatan in town.”
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Chapter One
 

Noblesville, Indiana, 1898
 

Mary Graves couldn’t believe her eyes. And the gall of that man. A stranger stood on the seat of his wagon holding up a bottle and making ridiculous claims for its medicinal value with all the fervor of an itinerant evangelist. His Eastern accent grated on her Midwestern ears.

She slipped through the gathering crowd to sneak a closer look. Gazing up at him, Mary pressed a hand to her bodice. The man didn’t resemble any preacher she’d ever seen. Hatless, the stranger’s dark hair lifted in the morning breeze. He’d rolled his white shirtsleeves to his elbows revealing muscled, tanned forearms. He looked more like a gypsy, a member of the marauding bands tramping through the countryside stealing chickens and whatever else wasn’t nailed down—like the Noblesville residents’ hard-earned dollars.

Well, she had no intention of standing by while this quack bilked the town of its money and, worse, kept its citizens from seeking legitimate treatment.

Not that her father needed more work. Far from it. Since Doc Roberts died in the spring, her father often worked from sunup to sundown—and sometimes through the night. With the exception of those folks who’d profited from Noblesville’s natural gas boom, most patients paid with produce or an occasional exchange of services.

The peddler raised the container high above his head. “Just two capfuls of this medicine will ease a nervous headache and an upset stomach. It’ll cure your insomnia, but most importantly, this bottle holds the safe solution for a baby’s colic.”

This charlatan attempted to take money out of her father’s all-but-empty pockets with a potion no doubt containing nothing more than hard liquor or flavored water. Imagine giving such a thing to an infant. But her neighbors nodded their heads, taken in by his nonsensical spiel.

“Imagine, folks, getting a good night’s sleep and waking refreshed to tackle the day,” the peddler went on.

Around her, John Lemming, Roscoe Sullivan and Pastor Foley, of all people, reached in their back pockets for their wallets. Even her friend, Martha Cummings, a baby on her hip and two of her youngsters clinging to her skirts, dug into her purse. And everyone knew Martha could squeeze a penny until it bled.

Mary clenched her jaw. Such foolishness. Why couldn’t these people recognize a sham when they saw one?

“Step right up, folks, for the sum of—”

“Whatever you’re charging is disgraceful,” Mary called, the words pouring out of her mouth. She turned to her neighbors. “Have you forgotten the swindler who came through here last year, promising his tonic would do all that and more? Not one word of his claims proved true.”

The townspeople stilled. Her gaze locked with the fraud’s. Suddenly cool on this sunny October morning, Mary tugged her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “You’re preying on these good folks’ worries, knowing full well what’s in that bottle can be found for less money over at O’Reilly’s saloon.” Her deceased husband, Sam, had hidden his drinking behind the pretext of using it for medicinal purposes.

The man shot her a lazy grin, revealing a dimple in his left cheek, giving him a deceptive aura of innocence. Then he had the audacity to tip an imaginary hat. “Pardon me, Florence Nightingale, but without testing my product, you’ve no cause to condemn it.”

Florence Nightingale indeed. No one in the crowd chuckled as the man had undoubtedly intended. They all knew her, knew she lent a hand in her father’s practice. Knew what had happened to her mother.

Mary folded her arms across her chest. “No right? I’ve seen your kind before….” A lump the size of a walnut lodged in her throat, stopping her words. She blinked rapidly to hold back tears.

Though his smile still remained, the stranger’s eyes darkened into murky pools and every trace of mirth vanished. Good. Maybe now he’d take her seriously.

He leaned toward her. “And what kind is that?”

She cleared her throat, determined not to be undone by this rogue. “The kind of man who instead of putting in a hard day’s work, earns his living cheating others. That nonsense in your hand isn’t worth the price of an empty bottle.”

His eyes narrowed. “Your assessment of my remedy—of my kind—is hardly scientific.”

He jumped to the street, and bystanders stepped back, giving him a clear path—a clear path leading directly to her. He stopped inches away from her skirt, his features chiseled as if from stone, his dimple gone. The starkness of that face put a hitch in Mary’s breathing. Her hand lifted to her throat.


“This isn’t a bottle of spirits as you’ve alleged.” He unscrewed the cap and thrust it under her nose. “It’s good medicine.”

She didn’t smell alcohol, only peppermint and honey, but couldn’t make out the origin of another scent.

“Let’s hear what he has to say,” Roscoe Sullivan said.

Roscoe’s rheumatism had been acting up, and he probably had trouble sleeping. The poor man dreaded the onset of winter, and no doubt hoped to find a miracle in that bottle. But miracles came from God, not from a peddler with a jarring accent.

John Lemming, the owner of the livery, waved a hand toward the remedy. “Our baby cries all evening. I’d give a king’s ransom for something to soothe him.”

“If it worked.” Mary exhaled. How could these people be so easily fooled? “Don’t you see, John, he’s in this to fill his pockets and then move on before you folks discover his claims are meaningless. Just like last year’s peddler.”

The stranger smiled, revealing even, white teeth. “Since you’re so sure of yourself, Miss Nightingale, why don’t you pay the price of this bottle and investigate the medicine yourself?”

Lifting her chin, she met his amused gaze. How dare the man poke fun at her? And worse, ask her to pay for the privilege of disproving his claims? “And line your pockets? Never!”

He stepped closer. If he intended to intimidate her, she wouldn’t give ground, though her heart rat-a-tatted in her chest.

“Well, then, stand aside for those folks who are open-minded enough to give it a try.” He pushed past her and lifted the bottle. “For the price of three dollars, who wants a bottle of my remedy?”

“Three dollars. Why, that’s highway robbery!” She grabbed his arm, then watched in horror as the bottle slipped out of his hand and hit the ground, shattering the glass. Her neighbors’ gasps drowned out her own.

The man pivoted on a booted heel. “I believe you owe me three dollars,” he said, his voice low, almost a tease.

The liquid trickled between the bricks. She lifted her gaze to lock with his. “I’ll pay your price—if you’ll move on to another town.”

His mouth thinned into a stubborn line. “I’m not leaving.”

Perhaps she had a legal way to get rid of this menace. She planted her hands on her hips. “Do you have a permit?”

With that lazy grin and irritating dimple, he reached inside his shirt pocket and retrieved a slip of paper, waving it in front of Mary’s face. Her hands fisted. This rogue had thought of everything.

Nearby, Roscoe and John exchanged a glance, and then both men ran a hand over their mouths, trying to bury a smile and failing. Apparently, her neighbors found the exchange entertaining.

Mary dug into her purse and handed over the money. “You’ve made a handsome profit on this bottle alone, so move on to fleece another town and leave us in peace.”

“I like it here.” He tossed her a smile, as arrogant as the man himself. “I’m staying.”

Though he deserved it, she had no call to give this scoundrel a sharp kick to his shin, but oh, how she’d love to give in to the temptation. Mary closed her eyes and said a quick, silent prayer to conduct herself like a God-fearing woman, not a fishwife. “Well, I don’t want you here.”

John Lemming pulled out three dollars. “If it works, it’ll be worth every cent.”

The peddler gestured to the knot of people crowded around them, opening their purses and wallets. “Looks like you’re in the minority, Miss Nightingale.”

He returned to his wagon, and the good citizens of Noblesville started forking over the money, purchasing the worthless stuff the man had undoubtedly concocted out of peppermint and honey. How could they trust him?

Why had her mother befriended such a man? Her stomach knotted and tears stung her eyes. Even five years later, grief caught her unaware, tearing through her like a cyclone. She bit her lip, forcing her gaze on the hawker.

Surely he didn’t mean to stay. If he did, everyone would discover the worthlessness of his remedy. No, he’d depart in the middle of the night, having a good laugh at the town’s gullibility.

Handing out bottles of his so-called remedy, the stranger glanced her way, shooting her another grin. Obviously, he took pleasure in swindling her friends and neighbors right under her nose. Like a petulant child, she wanted to stomp her foot—right on his instep. That ought to wipe the grin off his haughty face.

As if he read her thoughts, he turned to her. “Best remember the exhortation in the Good Book to love thy enemy.”

How dare he mention the Bible while he duped her neighbors? Still, she had let her temper get the best of her. Love thy enemy was a hard pill to swallow.

Then of all things, the man gave her a wink, as bold as brass. A shimmer of attraction whooshed through her. Aghast at her base feelings, Mary turned on her heel and stalked off.

Behind her, the man chuckled.

Cheeks burning, Mary strode down Ninth Street and then turned right on Conner. Permit or no permit, she’d find a way to run that peddler out of Noblesville. He represented the last thing she and this town needed—trouble.


 

Opening the side door leading to her father’s office, Mary’s nostrils filled with the smell of disinfectant, a scent she’d grown as accustomed to as the honeysuckle fragrance she wore. The waiting room chairs sat empty. A stack of well-worn Farmers’ Home Journals and Ladies’ Journals cluttered the top of a small stand. She took a minute to clear out the old issues before the whole heap tumbled to the floor.

Finished with the task, she strode through the office and found her father in the surgery, filling a basin with hydrogen peroxide. Henry Lawrence, his hair falling across his forehead, looked tired, as he frequently did of late, even a tad peaked. She believed doctoring weighed him down physically and mentally. Yet he kept working, seeing to the sick, rarely taking time off except to attend church on Sunday. He should take it easy and eat better. His grandsons needed him. Didn’t he know how much they all loved him?

Earlier that day, she’d taken action she hoped would ease her father’s load. And free her to pursue her dream. Thanks to an unexpected inheritance from her late father-in-law, she had the money for medical school. If God wanted her to practice medicine, she’d be accepted at the Central College of Physicians and Surgeons. But she couldn’t leave her father to handle the practice alone.

“Hi, Daddy.”

Her father looked up and smiled, the corners of his gentle hazel eyes crinkling in his round face. “Hello, kitten. Got the boys off and now you’re checking on your old man?”

“Exactly.” She gave him a peck on the cheek. “It’s such a pretty day. Want to take your grandsons fishing after school?”

“Wish I could.” He screwed the cap onto the bottle of antiseptic and tucked it into the glass-front cabinet, banging the door shut. “I’ve got office hours all afternoon.”

“Well, at least come to supper tonight.”

“Sounds good. Six okay?”

Nodding, she laid a hand on his arm. “You look tired.”

“I spent the biggest part of the night at the Shriver place, bringing their firstborn into the world. A howling, healthy, eight-pound boy.” He gave a wry grin. “They named him Quincy. Imagine tagging a child with such a name.”

Normally Mary loved to hear about a new baby, sharing her father’s joy of the miracle of birth. But she shook her head, only half listening, thinking about her father’s lack of sleep. “Daddy, don’t you think it’s time to bring someone into the practice?”

Henry’s head snapped up and his gaze met hers. “Now, why would I do that?”

“Well, for one thing, you’re not getting any younger. And for another, you work too hard.”

“I’m fifty-one, not ancient, and I don’t work harder than any other small-town doctor. Besides, I have your help.”

“Doc Roberts didn’t have any warning before his fatal heart attack.” She sighed at the stubborn set of her father’s jaw, then bustled about the room, emptying the wastepaper can, checking and laying out supplies, doing all she could to ease his burden. “You’re handling his patients and your own. You’re not getting enough rest.”

“Babies come when they decide—not to fit my schedule.”

“True, but your days are so full that you have little time for the boys. They need a man’s influence.”

Her father’s brow furrowed. “I know they do, honey,” he said, gathering the instruments out of his bag. “I’ll try to spend more time with them. If no one gets sick, maybe we can go fishing Saturday afternoon.”


How likely would that be in a town this size? Then her heart squeezed. She shouldn’t pressure her father to do more, even if the “more” involved relaxing with his grandsons. “Let me clean those for you.”

“Thanks.” Her father dropped into a chair.

“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you.” Mary gave a wide smile. “I heard from the placement committee. The Willowbys relinquished their guardianship and asked to assume the role of Ben’s grandparents, instead of his parents.”

“From the look on your face, I’d say the news was good.”

“The committee gave me permanent custody of Ben.” Her vision blurred with tears of gratitude. Ben, the little boy she shared a bond with, was now her son, just as much as Michael and Philip. A wave of tenderness rippled through her. She’d do everything in her power to give her boys the happiness they deserved.

“Even before his apoplexy, Judge Willowby told me they could barely keep up with a four-year-old boy. Since the stroke, he’s naturally troubled they won’t live to see Ben grown.” He frowned. “What about the Children’s Aid Society’s rule against giving custody to a single woman?”

“As a widow with two sons of my own, the committee felt that qualified me to raise another child.” She swiped a hand at her tears. “That I’m already taking care of Ben for the Willowbys worked in my favor. They didn’t want to move him again.”

“Thank you, God. With your brother-in-law sitting on the committee, I felt reasonably sure of the outcome. Still, a couple of those members adhere to rules as if Moses himself brought them down from on high.”

Laughing, Mary gave her father a kiss. “I can always count on your support.”

She returned to the counter to wash, soak in hydrogen peroxide and then dry the equipment her father had used to deliver the Shriver baby. Her father kept his surgery and office immaculate, while his quarters lay in shambles. She tried to keep up with the cleaning, but he could destroy her efforts faster than her boys put together. When she finished, she stowed the instruments in his black leather case then set the bag in its customary spot on the table near the door, where he could grab it on the way to the next house call.

Mary turned to say something to her father. He’d nodded off in his chair. As she prepared to tiptoe out of the room, he roused and ran a hand over his chin. “Guess I’d better shave. Don’t want to scare my patients.”

In the backroom, she filled the ironstone bowl on the washstand with hot water from the teakettle, and then sat at the small drop-leaf table to watch her father shave. He lathered the brush and covered his cheeks and chin with soap. Since Sam’s death, she’d missed this masculine routine, a small thing, but small things often caught her unaware and left her reeling.

If her father didn’t slow down, she could lose him too. Yet, Henry Lawrence was as stubborn as a weed when it came to helping others. No point in beating a dead horse…for now.

She’d tell him about the peddler. Surely he’d share her concern. “You won’t believe what’s going on downtown, Daddy. Why, it’s enough to turn my stomach.”

“Let me guess.” He winked at her in the mirror. “Joe Carmichael organized a spitting contest on the square.” He scraped his face clean with his razor and rinsed the blade in the bowl.

Mary planted her hands on her hips. “I’m serious.”

“Your feathers do look a mite ruffled.” He patted his face dry with a towel. “So tell me, what’s wrong?”

“Some fraud is selling patent medicine. He’s making all kinds of claims. Says it’ll cure upset stomachs and headaches, a baby’s colic. People couldn’t buy it fast enough, even after I warned them the bottle probably held 90-proof.”

“My precious girl, you’ve got to stop trying to protect everybody, even from themselves.”

She lifted her chin. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Her father crossed to her, touched her arm, his hand freckled with age. “Yes, you do. You’ve always been a caring woman, but since you lost Sam, you’re on a mission to save the human race. Trouble is you’re not God. You don’t have the power to control this world, not even our little piece of it.”

Mary covered her father’s hand with her own. “I know that. But I worry about you.”

“Yes, and about the boys getting sick or hurt, about their schoolwork.” He gave her a weak grin. “Why, your worrying worries me, Mary Lynn. Remember the scripture that says we can’t add a day to our lives by worrying.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Forgive me, Lord, for not relying on You. Not trusting You. Give me the strength to change.

These past two years, widowed and raising her sons alone, and now Ben, hadn’t been easy, even with her brother-in-law pitching in with the heavier chores. The money she’d inherited from Sam’s father had made a huge difference, meant she might live her dream, but the added financial security hadn’t eased the constant knot in her shoulders. Hadn’t eased the loneliness. Hadn’t eased the empty space in her heart.

Not that Sam had filled it.

Trying to alleviate the tension of her thoughts, Mary tapped her father playfully on the arm. “Besides, the topic isn’t about me. It’s that traveling salesman. Don’t you find his claims upsetting?”

Her father sat beside her. “Most of those tonics and remedies are worthless, but until I give his a try, I can’t condemn it.”

Her father prided himself on being impartial, as if the past meant nothing. “Think about it, Daddy. How could just anyone concoct a remedy with real medicinal value?” She leaned toward him. “Can’t we do something to protect the town from a quack?”

Her father rubbed the back of his neck. “Does he have a permit?”

“Yes. He’s too cunning to be tripped up that easily.”

“Well, then there’s nothing to be done.”

As if on cue, they both rose. Her father put his arm around her shoulders and they walked into the surgery.

“Doesn’t it bother you that half the town owes you money and they’re squandering what they have on a worthless tonic? If you could collect, you’d have a nice little nest egg for retirement.”

His gaze roamed the room and then returned to her with a smile of satisfaction. “What I do here is important. I have no desire to retire.” Her father snorted. “Besides, I can’t leave this town with one less doctor.”

From the stubborn set of her father’s mouth, she could see her argument fell on deaf ears. “There’s got to be doctors from one of the Indianapolis medical schools who’d be interested in entering your practice.” She took his hand, bracing for his reaction. “I’m so sure of it that I put an advertisement in the Indianapolis News Journal. The ad should draw inquiries from graduates seeking an established practice.”

Her father’s mouth tightened, his displeasure at her actions unspoken but palpable.

Sudden tears stung Mary’s eyes. “I’m sorry you disapprove.”

He walked to the window and rolled up the blinds, letting in the morning sun. “You’ve already admitted there’s no money in doctoring here. That’s not going to draw many applicants. Besides, I’m doing exactly what I want to do. I know these people. Know their ailments, their struggles…their secrets.”

When they had troubles, the folks in this town turned to two people—their doctor and their pastor. She respected and admired her father and the preachers in town who had a knack for listening. Knew how to comfort, and knew how, when necessary, to admonish.

Henry Lawrence not only made a difference in people’s lives but he’d saved quite a few. He had a purpose she admired more than any other and wanted to follow. And once she was a doctor, she’d be dependent on no one.

Her father returned to her side and tweaked her cheek. “If you want to help and can find your way around that pigsty I call a kitchen, then please, darling daughter, make me some breakfast.”

Glad to be useful, Mary smiled. “It won’t take but a minute.”

He hugged her. “You’re like your mother. Susannah could make a feast out of an old shoe.”

Pleased by the comparison, Mary laughed. Even five years after her mother’s death, she missed Susannah Lawrence every day, wanted to be like her serene, unflappable mother. But failed. In her mother’s north-facing kitchen, the walls painted the hue of sunshine, Mary’s spirits lifted. Her mother always claimed she never had a gloomy day working here, but she’d surely be amazed by the condition of her workspace now.

Mary might not know how to fix the problems around her, but she knew what to do here. She donned one of her mother’s bibbed aprons and tackled the mess.

Once her advertisement brought in the ideal doctor to help in the practice, she could go to medical school, knowing someone young and capable would help her father oversee the health of his patients. That is, assuming she got accepted. No guarantee for anyone, especially a woman. Months had passed without word. At twenty-eight, would her age work against her?

She finished clearing a spot on the counter, washed it down and then poked around in the icebox, emerging with a slab of bacon and a bowl filled with eggs. Once she’d fed and helped her father with his patients, she’d complain to Sheriff Rogers about the dark-eyed stranger. Maybe he could find a way to retract the permit. Surely he didn’t want that swindler taking advantage of people’s worries.

Taking advantage of her.

Her hand stilled, and a wave of disquiet lapped at her. The dark stranger had thrown her off balance with that outrageous wink…but only for a moment.

She wouldn’t let that happen again.






Chapter Two
 

Luke Jacobs snapped the padlock into place on the back of his enclosed wagon and gave it a yank. The last straggler had gone about his day, leaving Luke alone, that meddling woman who’d opposed him heavy on his mind. He’d run into do-gooders like her before.

True, Miss Nightingale happened to be more attractive than most, with glinting green eyes, chestnut hair and a stubborn jaw—shoving into something she knew nothing about. A royal pain who fought what he’d worked hard to achieve.

The remedy stashed inside this wagon had taken him months to formulate. He’d spent untold hours experimenting in a small lab in his house, using himself to test his product. He took pride in what he’d accomplished. The remedy contained good medicine, meant to help people, not to separate them from their money.

That sassy woman probably wanted to drive him back to New York herself. Well, he had no intention of going. Not yet. Not until he learned if the boy lived here.

A band tightened around Luke’s throat, remembering the guilt and shame of his misspent life. If only he could go back and relive all those wasted years—


His eyes stung. Sin brought consequences. He’d gotten off scot-free. Lucy had paid with her life.

His son might still be paying.

Without question, he wasn’t cut out for fatherhood. He had no experience at the job. No stable home. No hope of having one. But he couldn’t leave the boy’s survival to chance.

If only he’d find the boy here.

Amongst thousands of children, somehow his son’s guardianship paperwork had been lost. All Luke knew for certain was the child had ridden west on a train full of orphans. He’d followed the trail for weeks, first riding the train, then buying this wagon and moving from town to town, selling his medicine and searching for the boy. Every lead had come up empty, every clue pointing to another town until he’d landed here in Noblesville, Indiana.

Another town. One more out of dozens. Would this town hold Ben?

If not, he’d move on tomorrow, though the prospect pressed against his lungs. He was tired, bone tired.

But his comfort didn’t matter. Finding his boy did.

God, help me find my son.

“How’s business?”

Luke whirled to face the sheriff, a big man with a friendly face and keenly observant eyes. From his trek across the country, Luke had learned the importance of getting on the right foot with the local lawman. It appeared Rogers had decided to keep an eye on him. “Can’t complain, Sheriff.”

Rogers patted his midriff. “That remedy of yours is easing my touchy stomach.”

Luke smiled. “Glad to hear it.”

“I’ll want to stock up before you move on.”

“I’ll set some bottles aside.”


The sheriff thumped the side of his wagon. “You drove this clear from New York City?”

“I rode the train as far as eastern Ohio, bought the rig and then followed the route of the Erie line.”

The sheriff shoved his Stetson higher on his forehead. “Same route that brought them orphans last year.”

Luke’s pulse leapt. “Orphans?”

“Yep, I’ll never forget the sight of that train. Youngsters poking their heads out the windows, squeezing together on the platform. Why, some had crawled on top of the cars.”

“How many stayed?”

“Twenty-eight. Eleven of ’em live in town. The rest are scattered ’cross the countryside.”

Luke hoped one of the eleven was his son. If so, he’d likely come across the boy without having to make inquiries that would raise suspicion. Or force him into an action he didn’t want to take. “Finding them homes must’ve been lots of work. Did you have to do it?”

“Nope. Fell to a committee.”

Luke forced himself not to push for information. Fortunately, the sheriff was in a chatty mood.

“The committee did its best, but the guardian of two of those orphans physically abused ’em.” Sheriff Rogers shook his head. “Ed Drummond will spend the rest of his days in state prison.”

Luke’s blood ran cold. “Did the children survive?”

“Yep.” The sheriff smiled. “Emma and William Grounds got themselves a fine home now.”

A gentle breeze carried off the breath Luke had been holding. “Good to hear. Sounds like a brother and sister.”

“Yep.”

Which meant Luke’s son wasn’t one of the abused orphans. Thank God.


The sheriff gave him a long, hard look and then slapped Luke on the arm. “Don’t forget to save me them bottles.”

“Sure will.” Luke hadn’t missed Roger’s piercing stare. Had he unwittingly revealed too much interest in the orphans and raised the sheriff’s suspicions? “Say, can you suggest a place to stay while I’m in town?”

“The Becker House’s food is second to none. Classy accommodations, too.”

“Sounds expensive.”

The sheriff rubbed his chin, thinking. “Last I knew the room over the Whitehall Café was empty. Try there.”

“I will. Thanks.”

Whistling, Sheriff Rogers moseyed off, hopefully overlooking Luke’s concern about the orphans. Early on, Luke had learned asking too many questions made folks wary, even led them to ask some questions of their own. He’d have to be more careful.

Pocketing the key to the padlock, Luke headed for the Whitehall Café. Someone waved to him; it was probably one of the morning’s customers. Along the way, he passed prosperous brick buildings, gas streetlamps, paved avenues. Trees on the lawn of the impressive three-story courthouse had changed to hues of gold and orangey-red. A crispness to the air hinted at the approach of winter, but on such a sunny day, winter appeared a long way off.

Noblesville looked like a good place to pause. He’d had an arduous trip, exposing him to the elements—rain, cold, heat. It was hardly his existence back East. In most ways, he’d found the journey good, even pleasurable. The towns where he’d stopped in the past weeks may have blended in his mind, but he’d enjoyed seeing the middle part of the country, meeting everyday people living everyday lives.

Mostly he’d found hard-working, good people who understood what mattered. He’d been glad to give back, to offer them a medicine he believed in. And yet, always searching, seeking that one last piece of his family puzzle.

No matter what that aggravating female thought of his remedy, of him, she wouldn’t thwart his quest to find the boy.

He wasn’t here to ruin a child’s happiness, or get involved. Life had taught him to hold people at arm’s length. He’d learned the lesson well.

If Ben had a good home and was happy with a family, Luke could return to New York and his lab.

Yet he couldn’t help questioning how it would feel to leave his flesh and blood behind. To forsake his responsibility to Ben as his parents had to Joseph.

Could Luke leave and repeat the family history he despised?

 

Geraldine Whitehall was dying. Again.

Mary bit her tongue, searching deep for a measure of patience, then greeted the café owner with a smile. All afternoon, the office had a constant parade of patients. Hoping to leave when the Willowbys arrived, Mary sighed, resigned to the delay.

Geraldine leaned close, her eyes wide with fright, her face creased with worry. “I need to see Doc.”

“He’s with a patient.”

“I have this cough. It’s worse at night. I’m sure it’s consumption,” she said, her tone hoarse like the words scraped her throat raw on their way out.

Mary patted the woman’s hand. “Have a seat. I’ll get you in as soon as I can.”

The patient collapsed into a nearby chair. Within seconds she flipped through a magazine, stopping at an article. Even back at her desk, Mary could read the title, “Tumors of the Eye.” Soon Geraldine would find enough symptoms to keep her tossing tonight with yet another worry. Awareness thudded in Mary’s stomach. She had no right to criticize.

Mary rose and eased the magazine out of the woman’s clutches. “How’s your daughter?”

“Oh, my poor, darling girl.” Tears welled in Geraldine’s eyes. “What will Fannie do without a mother to help plan her wedding?”

“Fannie’s engaged?”

“No, but she and James are madly in love. It can’t be long until he asks.”

Frances Drummond walked into the waiting room. Another woman saddled with a man who’d hurt her. Fortunately Ed would spend the rest of his life behind bars for the years of abuse he’d heaped on Frances. Not nearly long enough for murdering Frances’ mother last year and all but killing Frances and Addie too. The short time the children lived in the Drummond house had taken a toll on Emma and William. Thank God those orphans were out of Ed’s clutches—and thanks to Frances—in the loving hands of Addie and Charles. God had shown there was hope, even amongst all that pain.

Frances paid her bill, exchanging a few words with Mary, who struggled to keep her mind on the task with Geraldine hovering nearby, coughing into her handkerchief and then examining it, most likely looking for the telltale blood of consumption.

With Frances out the door, Mary led Mrs. Whitehall into the examining room. The woman shadowed Mary so closely she could feel Geraldine’s breath on her neck. At any moment, Mary expected to feel tracks on her back.

Her father greeted Geraldine, keeping his expression blank and emitting only the faintest groan. After his short night, Mary admired his self-control.


“What can I do for you, Mrs. Whitehall?”

Mary ducked out the door and returned to her desk. Her father could handle this latest malady alone.

Within minutes, Geraldine returned, having regained the spark in her eyes and the spring to her step. “I’m not dying! Hay fever is giving me this cough. It’ll disappear with the first hard frost.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Mary said, but wondered when the café owner would be back wearing a panicked expression, ticking off new symptoms on her fingers.

Geraldine dug through her purse. “With these doctor bills, it’s a good thing I’ve got a renter for the room over my café.”

Mary smiled. “Oh, to whom?”

“To that traveling salesman. He’s taking his meals at the café, too.” She beamed, then paid the fee and scooted out the door.

Mary’s mouth drooped. That peddler was staying, as he’d said.

The door opened and the Willowbys entered. Mary gave them a hug, then gestured for them to follow. Judge Willowby leaned heavily on a cane, his gait unsteady and shuffling. Although it was still a huge improvement from when he’d first had his apoplexy.

In the weeks since the stroke, Mrs. Willowby had devoted herself to her husband’s recovery. If anything, his illness had brought out her gentler side. An outcome appreciated not only by Mary and her father but by everyone who had dealings with Viola Willowby. Mary had come to admire the woman—something she couldn’t have expected a few months ago.

“How’s our…grandson?” Judge Willowby asked.

The Willowbys had wanted Mary to have custody of Ben, but the judge’s tongue still tripped over calling Ben his grandson, rather than his son. Mary smiled. “Fine. No asthma episodes as of late.”

Oh, how Mary enjoyed Ben’s presence. Shy at first, the youngster had taken a few days to adjust but soon settled into the family. He adored her sons, and Michael and Philip loved playing with him and reading him stories.

Mary smiled. “Ben prays for your recovery every night. By the looks of you, God’s answering his prayers.”

Viola’s eyes misted. “We’re so grateful, Mary, for your willingness to raise Ben as your own. Tell Carrie how much we appreciate her watching Ben so you can work in the office. The generosity of the people in this town amazes us. Food brought over, help with chores—we’ve been blessed in countless ways.”

When needed, folks in this town pulled together. Mary loved living here.

Her father appeared in the doorway, scrutinized his patient for a moment and then gave an approving smile. “You’re looking spry, Judge.”

“I’m thinking of trying the new cure, Doc,” the judge said. “Maybe it’ll loosen me up.”

“You’re the second patient to mention that remedy. Guess I’d better buy a bottle.”

Mary could understand the Willowbys looking for answers, but surely her father didn’t believe that nonsense too. “If you don’t need me, I’d like to leave now.”

“Sure.” Her father turned and handed her a capped bottle. “Would you stop by the livery and deliver this medicine to Mr. Lemming? He’s been without it for several days. Make sure he realizes the importance of taking it correctly.”

Mary nodded, tucking the bottle in her purse. “See you at supper.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” he said with a forced gaiety belying the weariness in his movements. He didn’t fool her.


Before she delivered the medicine, she intended to talk with Sheriff Rogers. See what could be done about that peddler.






Chapter Three
 

Mary passed the town square and didn’t see that rogue, but his wagon remained where it had that morning. He’d probably gone to the saloon, spending his morning profits on liquor to fill more bottles and, more than likely, himself.

A hand-lettered sign boasted in bold letters: CURATIVE FOR HEADACHE, STOMACHACHE AND INSOMNIA. What some people would do to make a dollar—uh, three dollars.

Though her father’s rebuke stung, his words held a smidgen of truth. She did tend to get wrapped up in worry. But didn’t the Bible instruct her to help others? Surely that meant protecting them from this bloodsucker.

By the time she’d reached her destination, the imposing limestone structure housing not only the jail but also the sheriff’s quarters, she’d envisioned the charlatan tarred and feathered, or at least run out of town.

Inside, Sheriff Rogers turned from tacking up a wanted poster and tipped his hat. The sheriff’s gray-streaked hair and paunch belied the strength of his muscular arms and massive shoulders. Not a man she’d care to cross. But then again, she needn’t fret; she wasn’t the criminal in town.

“Afternoon, Mrs. Graves.”


“Hello, Sheriff.” Mary walked to the wall and checked the poster to see if it held the medicine man’s picture. Not seeing the peddler’s face, she sighed and turned back to him.

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

“I hope you know a way to rid the town of a swindler bilking our citizens out of their money.”

He chuckled. “Reckon you’re talking about Luke Jacobs.”

That vile man carried the first name of the doctor in scripture, the follower of Christ? The similarity didn’t sit well with Mary. “I don’t know his name, but the man I’m talking about is selling home-brewed medicine.”

“Jacobs convinced me of his product’s value.” He gestured to his desk. There, as big as life, sat a bottle of that remedy. “I gave it a try, and it’s eased the pain in my gut.”

No doubt the result of wishful thinking. Hadn’t she seen that outcome before?

“Either way,” Sheriff Rogers said, taking a seat behind his desk, the springs whining in protest, “he obtained a permit to sell on our streets, so he’s within his rights.”

“For how long?”

“Believe he said a week.”

“In that length of time, he can filch everyone’s money.” Still, it could be worse. “At least he’ll be gone by week’s end, maybe before, if we’re lucky.”

The sheriff laced his fingers over his chest. “His eyes lit when I mentioned those orphans who came to town last year. Wonder if he’s here for more than peddling.”

A lump thudded to the bottom of Mary’s stomach, and she sucked in a gulp of air. Ben, along with Emma and William, Charles and Addie’s two, had ridden on that train. “Did he ask about any of them?”

“Nope. Reckon I could be wrong, but in my work, I make a point of reading people.”


Mary paced in front of the desk, then spun back to the sheriff. “He can’t come to town and wreak havoc on our children’s lives.”

“Now simmer down, Mrs. Graves.” Sheriff Rogers rose. “I’m not going to let anyone harm our citizens, much less those youngsters.”

Ever since Ed Drummond had beaten Frances, William and Emma, the sheriff took special interest in the orphans, becoming a protective grandfather of sorts. She couldn’t discount his well-honed instincts about Luke Jacobs.

Mary shivered. “Did he say anything else?”

“Nope. Jacobs is closemouthed.” The sheriff gave a smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye out. But if he’s half as good as his medicine, we’re fortunate to have him.”

Fortunate? The man meant trouble. Why couldn’t anyone see that?

Mary said goodbye to the sheriff. She hadn’t gotten anywhere with him. What reason would a traveling salesman have to concern himself with the orphans? Could he be a relative of one of them? Surely not to Charles and Addie’s two blond, blue-eyed youngsters, not with the man’s dark looks.

She pictured Ben’s impish grin and dark-brown curls—

She bit her lip to quell its sudden trembling, refusing to finish the thought. She didn’t like what she’d heard at the sheriff’s office, didn’t like it at all. She had to make sure Luke Jacobs did nothing to upset the peace of the children, especially Ben, the little boy who’d staked a claim in her heart.

Charles would know what to do. Before she could talk to him, she had to deliver the medicine to John Lemming over at the livery. To save time, she cut across the courthouse lawn and rounded the corner of the building—all but colliding with her adversary.


Luke Jacobs. Again. The man hovered over her life like crows over a cornfield.

“Well, well, Miss Nightingale.” He gave her that lazy smile of his. For a moment, their gazes locked. “We meet again.”

At her side, Mary’s hands curled into fists, ready to protect the whole town if need be from this man, his smile and his phony charm. “Yes, Mr. Jacobs, we do.”

His brows rose to the lock of dark, wavy hair falling over his forehead. Why didn’t the scoundrel wear a hat like any decent man? “Appears you’ve learned my name, but I don’t know yours,” he said.

A team of horses couldn’t pull the information out of her—any information for that matter. “I believe you do, Mr. Jacobs.” She planted a hand on her hip. “Florence Nightingale.”

“So, Miss Nightingale,” he said, mocking her—teasing her, “will you tell me where I can find the livery?”

That cocky grin he wore affected her. It was like waving a red cape in front of a bull. And he knew it. From the gleam in his eyes, he enjoyed it too.

“Have you a remedy for horses? Or looking for some manure to add to your spiel?”

He chuckled, apparently not at all upset by her words. “I need to bed down my horse.” He put a hand to his chest, feigning distress. “Surely even you wouldn’t want to put an innocent animal at risk.”

“True, but I wouldn’t mind putting a guilty beast at peril.” She eyed him, making no secret of which beast she meant.

A deep belly laugh escaped him. If he’d been any other man, the laugh would’ve been contagious. “You give me too much credit, dear lady.”

Uninvited humor bubbled up inside Mary, but she tamped it down before it reached her lips. She might as well give him directions. He’d find out soon enough, with or without her help. She motioned to the opposite corner. “The livery is at Ninth and Clinton.”

Instead of leaving, he took a step closer. Mary inhaled sharply.

“I can see my presence in this town unhinges you. I assure you that I’m quite harmless.”

Mary pulled every inch of her five-foot-two frame erect. “Nothing unhinges me, Mr. Jacobs. Not even the prospect of a charlatan in town.” She folded her arms. “How long are you staying?”

“Hard to say.”

Her gaze darted to the wagon, loaded with his tonic. Could his claims be valid? The sheriff thought the remedy had value. Even her father wouldn’t dismiss it out of hand. If so, what ingredients made up his concoction?

No, this man had no training qualifying him as a pharmacist. His bottles contained nothing of worth. Still, in an unguarded livery, who knew what could happen to his tonic.

He looked at her with an intensity suggesting he could see right through her skull and into her brain. “Planning mischief, Miss Nightingale?”

Mary’s face burned with shame. For the briefest moment, she’d actually considered dumping the contents of his bottles and breaking the commandment not to steal. She couldn’t meet his gaze.

His laughter lifted her chin. “Sorry to disappoint you, ma’am, but my remedy will be bunking with me.”

“Not even a reprobate like you could push me into breaking God’s law.”

He flashed a smile. “Wish I had more time to chat, but my horse needs water and feed.”

Without a backward glance, he walked to his wagon, scrambled up, released the brake and pulled on the reins, backing onto the street. Then giving her a jaunty wave, he turned in the direction of the livery.

Mary let out a gust. The man took pleasure in irritating her. Still, Ben remained her chief concern. At the thought of the little boy, Mary only wanted to pick him up at the Foleys’. Talking to her brother-in-law could wait.

Then she remembered the bottle in her bag. The errand would take her to the livery. She’d prefer to deliver the medicine tomorrow, but her conscience wouldn’t allow her to shirk the responsibility. She despised having to be anywhere near that peddler, but more than likely she’d find Mr. Lemming in his office and wouldn’t have to set eyes on that no-good.

Or so she hoped.

Outside the livery, Mary waved to Red, the freckle-faced hired hand, dumping a wheelbarrow of manure he’d mucked from the stalls. As the odor reached her nostrils on the brisk breeze, she wrinkled her nose and hurried inside.

Mr. Lemming wasn’t in his office. Mary set the bottle on his desk, tempted to leave. But, her father had asked her to stress the importance of taking the medicine. Her heart skipped a beat. Searching for the owner could bring her face-to-face with that peddler. As she hustled past stalls, the horses’ gazes followed her progress with large doleful eyes, probably hoping for a treat or a pat.

Up ahead, Luke Jacobs filled a bucket from the trough. Mary skidded to a stop, her heart tap-dancing in her chest. The sight of all those muscles rippling beneath his shirt held her transfixed, powerless to move.

Oh, yes, he most definitely was trouble.

He raised his head and their eyes met. Butterflies danced low in her belly. Slowly, he straightened. “Checking up on me?”


A flush crept up Mary’s neck. He had the audacity to imply she’d followed him. “Certainly not. I’m looking for Mr. Lemming, the owner of this livery. Have you seen him?”

The man had the audacity to smirk, like he didn’t believe her. Well, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of explaining her reason for being here.

“Nope, only a freckle-faced youth who offered to see to my horse, but I prefer taking care of Rosie here myself.”

Mary raised a brow.

“Rosie’s an odd name, I know, but it’s the name she came with when I bought her. I don’t believe in changing a gal’s name unless—”

“Unless it suits your purposes,” she said, spitting out the words, “like trying to humiliate me in front of my neighbors.”

“With your overblown interest in the town’s welfare, I’d say Miss Nightingale suits you.” He waved a hand. “Does your husband have a horse stabled here?”

“I don’t have a husband.” The words popped out of her mouth before her brain could squelch them.

He carried the bucket into the stall, gave his horse a pat, closed the lower door and then turned back to her. “Are you renting a conveyance?”

Why the interrogation? “No.”

He shot her a smug grin. “Hmm, then I’ve got to wonder if you’re following me.”

She huffed. “I most definitely am not!”

Chuckling, he headed toward her with a lazy stride. “Then what reason do you have to see Mr. Lemming?”

Rosie craned her neck, turning a stern eye on Mary. To be censored by the man’s horse was too much. “It’s none of your business.”

At Mr. Jacobs’s approach, her heart leapt to her throat, but she refused to be bullied and stood her ground. Even though her insides rolled like a ship tossed at sea.

He stopped in front of her. “Sorry I can’t be more help locating the owner.”

She harrumphed. “I seriously doubt you care a fig.”

His eyes sparked. “I admire a woman who watches out for her neighbor—but lashing out at whomever you deem a threat must get exhausting.”

Her gaze sought the floorboards. Had she behaved that badly?

With gentle fingers he lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “Angry or not, you’re a caring woman.”

Something about the rapt look in his eyes kept her rooted to the spot, trapping her breath in her lungs.

“An attractive one too.”

Heat rushed to her cheeks. No one had said such things to her in years and years. She hooted her disbelief. She wasn’t some naive, giddy schoolgirl. He’d have to find another target to wile with his charms.

Yet, the compliment clung to her like a terrified toddler during a thunderstorm.

Tentacles of mistrust wrapped around her every muscle and tendon and squeezed. “Why are you really here? What do you want?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m here to sell my remedy.”

“Is that the only reason?”

For a moment, she saw a glimpse of hesitation in his eyes. But then he flashed a smile, and despite herself, Mary’s gaze traveled to that tiny hollow in his cheek. Inhaling his scent, pleasant, with a hint of spices, she pressed a hand against her bodice, felt the pounding of her heart through the fabric of her dress. “I’ll pay you thirty dollars to leave…today.”

He whistled. “That’s a lot of money, ma’am. You must really want me gone.” He leaned closer. She couldn’t help noticing his eyes resembled the color of roasted coffee beans. “Why, you make a man feel downright unwelcome.”

“Ah, you’ve gotten the message.” She raised her brows. “Finally.”

“It’s a message I won’t be heeding. I’ll leave when I’m good and ready,” he said softly, but Mary didn’t miss the stubbornness in his tone, like he dared her to disagree. Then he grinned. “Have a pleasant day. If I see the owner, I’ll tell him you asked for him.” And with that, he returned to his horse.

Mary spun on her heel and left the livery, her head held high, her back ramrod straight and her insides quaking like winter wheat in March winds.

Was Sheriff Rogers right? Did Luke Jacobs have an interest in the orphans?

 

Luke met his horse’s stare. “You’re a female, Rosie. Do you think she followed me? Or did you believe she had a reason to see the livery owner?”

The mare nudged his shoulder with her muzzle. Mute. Then she dipped to the bucket for a drink.

“Guess you gals stick together.”

For some reason he couldn’t explain, he admired that half pint of a woman with her sassy mouth and flashing green eyes. Maybe because she stood up for her convictions.

“Don’t worry, Rosie. I have no intention of getting involved with Miss Nightingale. Or any woman.”

He gave his horse one last pat and then headed for the Whitehall Café, his temporary home. Mrs. Whitehall loved to talk and knew everyone in town. Perhaps she’d offer up additional information that would lead him to his son.


If not, he wouldn’t stop there. Nothing would keep him from Ben.

Nothing and no one.

 

Mary picked up Ben from the Foleys’, gathering him close. He grinned up at her, his dark eyes dancing with mischief. “I’m too big to hug,” he said then belied his words by squeezing her so hard he squeaked with the effort.

“What did you do today?”

“I played with the baby kittens. Pastor Foley named a kitty Simon Peter like Jesus’s dis…disapple.”

“Disciple.” She brushed a lock of hair off his forehead. “That’s a wonderful name.”

“So is Ben.”

“Yes, Ben is a very special name.”

For a very special child. A child who’d endured more than his share of upheaval. Could the sheriff have misread ordinary interest in the children for more? Mary worried her lower lip. But if his instincts were right, she wouldn’t let that no-good peddler rip apart her carefully constructed, orderly life.

Nor would she let him near this boy.

Michael, his green eyes so like her own, his lanky ten-year-old body outgrowing his clothes faster than she could order them from the Sears, Roebuck Catalog, tromped in from school, forcing her mind off Luke Jacobs and his intentions.

Philip, his hazel eyes shining with mischief, followed on his brother’s heels. He grabbed Ben and tickled his belly. “We’re going to pick flowers, Ben. Wanna help?”

“Yes!”

That morning she and the boys had planned their monthly trek to the cemetery. “Before you do, how about some cookies and milk?” All three boys slid onto the kitchen chairs. “Wash your hands first.” They scrambled down, racing toward the sink, jostling for first in line, reminding Mary of playful puppies. If only she had their energy.

Back at the table, they gobbled her molasses cookies and slugged down the milk.

Swiping the back of his hand over his mouth, Michael removed his milk mustache. “I recited the preamble to the Declaration of Independence,” he said. “I got it the first time.”

Mary smiled at her older son. “I’m proud of you. All that practicing helped.”

“I cleaned the erasers,” Philip said, then reported the highlights of his school day, none of which had anything to do with his lessons. Philip would rather play than study.

Ben listened, wide-eyed, hanging on to every word. “I wanna go to school.”

Philip drained his glass. “You aren’t old enough.”

Ben puffed out his chest. “I’m four!”

“You have to be six. That’s two more years.”

The little boy’s face fell.

Always the peacemaker, Philip jumped from his chair and put a hand on Ben’s shoulder. “But you get to play with the preacher’s kittens while we’re in school. That’s lots more fun.”

All smiles now, Ben finished the last bite of his cookie while Michael, always aware of what needed to be done, cleared the glasses from the table.

Mary dug under the sink, retrieved two canning jars and filled them with water. “Michael, get the shears. Cut the flowers for Ben and Philip.”

She set the containers on the back porch. The boys hurried past on the way to her garden. Within minutes, they ambled back clutching asters in their now grubby hands, and stuck the stems into the jars.


The boys enjoyed tending their father’s and grandmother’s plots. Mary encouraged their efforts, hoping the activity would help them remember Susannah and Sam. Not that she wanted her boys to dwell on the past. She’d tried to show them that even after losing a loved one, life went on. Doubt nagged at her, tightening the muscles in her neck. Had she always lived that example?

They set off with Ben in the wagon, two flower-filled fruit jars wrapped in a burlap bag hugged to his chest. The water sloshed over the top, dampening Ben’s shirt. His giggle told her he didn’t mind.

When they reached Crownland Cemetery, Michael and Philip each carried a jar with Ben tagging along behind. They put their offerings on the graves. Then they gathered the dried, crackling leaves blown against the headstones, their solemn faces eager to help, and stuffed them into the burlap sack to dump on the compost pile at home.

Finished with the task, Michael and Ben leaned against the trunk of a tree, studying the clouds overhead. Philip ambled over to where Mary knelt pulling the tall grass away from her mother’s headstone, his mouth drooping.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

“Could you…” He studied his hands. “Find us a new dad?”

Mary’s heart plunged. She enfolded her son in her arms. “I know you miss your dad, but we’ll be fine, Philip. Just fine.”

He sighed, then pulled away and plodded to his brothers. His words lingered in Mary’s mind, gnawing at her peace. Philip wanted a dad, but she knew a bad choice was far worse than living alone.

Eleven years ago on this very day in October she’d married Sam. The raven-haired stranger who’d come into her father’s office one sultry afternoon in August, his thumb split open from an accident at a factory in town. It’d been his first day on the job. “A dumb accident,” he’d said, but then with a smile that captivated her, added, “A lucky one.” She’d asked why he called his gaping wound requiring six stitches lucky and he’d said, “If I hadn’t torn up my thumb, I might never have met the prettiest filly in these parts.”

Samuel Graves had been a smooth-talking, charming man. She’d fallen for him on the spot. They married in a matter of weeks, long before she had any idea of her husband’s terrible past. And of his compulsion.

Sighing, her thoughts turned to Luke Jacobs. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t erase him from her mind. Maybe a dip in White River would cleanse that man from her system.

Regardless, she would not make the mistake of giving her heart to another handsome, persuasive man.






Chapter Four
 

Mary stepped into the backroom of Addie’s millinery shop and the monthly gathering of the Snip and Sew quilters. Five pair of inquisitive eyes lifted from basting the Grandmother’s Flower Garden quilt to the frame and focused on her. Mary loved these ladies and they loved her, so why did she feel like a rabbit caught in the sights of a cocked rifle?

Her sister-in-law smiled. “Glad you could make it this afternoon.”

Addie’s baby girl slumbered in a cradle a few feet away, her little mouth making sucking motions as she slept. Mary placed a kiss on the top of her niece’s fuzzy blond head. “Lily gets more adorable every time I see her.”

“I can’t keep her awake during the day. But in the middle of the night, she’s all smiles and coos. Fortunately for me, Charles can’t resist walking the floor with her until she falls asleep.”

Sally Bender poked Mary’s arm. “What kept you? Still trying to chase that handsome peddler out of town?”

Had everyone heard about her encounter with that reprobate? “I wish. How could you call that troublemaker handsome?”


“What woman wouldn’t notice, right, Sally?” Martha Cummings pulled a length of thread from her mouth, her eyes twinkling with amusement. At Martha’s feet, her youngest sat on a blanket gnawing on a bell-shaped rattle. “I may be happily married for ten years, and have five children eight and under, but I can appreciate a fine-looking man.”

A flash of dark eyes, muscled forearms and a dimpled cheek sparked in her memory. Averting her face, Mary opened her sewing box and took out her needle, avoiding the question, but her stomach tumbled. She had noticed and didn’t like it at all.

Raising her head, she met Martha’s stare.

“By the look on your face, Mary, I’d say you’ve noticed too.”

Once again the women turned toward her, their expressions full of speculation. Heat climbed Mary’s neck, but she forced a calm, indifferent tone. “His looks are unimportant. He’s pilfering hard-earned money out of our neighbors’ pockets.”

Martha poked the damp end of the thread through the eye of her needle. “Are you sure you’re right about that? I bought a bottle myself, and the sheriff’s wife claims that tonic eased his sour stomach after only one dose.”

With all this talk about the peddler and his remedy, Mary barely kept her hand steady to thread her needle. “The sheriff’s probably getting relief from the peppermint I smelled in that bottle.”

“Peppermint never helped the sheriff before. No reason it should now,” Martha said.

Successful at last, Mary knotted the end of her thread. “I’ve read about people believing in something so much the concoction works—for a while.”

Sally guffawed, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Whether his potion works or not, you’re wasting your energy, Mary, trying to run that peddler out of town. Men don’t have any inkling when they’re not wanted.”

How could he not? Hadn’t Mary made her feelings abundantly clear?

Fannie Whitehall moaned. “More like, men don’t have any inkling when they’re wanted.”

Sally patted the young woman’s shoulder. “Having trouble hog-tying that young reporter, Fannie dear?”

“James still hasn’t proposed. I’ll be old and gray before I’m married.” Fannie heaved another heavy sigh.

Sally skimmed a palm over her grizzled head. “I’m thankful Leviticus and Proverbs have a more positive view of getting old and gray.”

Laura Lawson’s silver-streaked hair sparkled in the sunlight streaming through the shop window. “I prefer salt over pepper, don’t you, Sally?”

“Yep, every one of these silver hairs represents a lot of living,” Sally said. “I’m right proud of ’em.”

“Oh, fiddlesticks. Sally, Laura, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean getting old and gray is bad. It’s just I’m tired of waiting to start my life.”

Fannie frequently had to make amends for speaking before thinking, but the girl had a good heart and everyone quickly forgave her.

“Time rushes by, Fannie,” Laura said. “Best not waste a minute longing for the future, instead of enjoying the here and now.”

Mary gulped. How much time did she spend fretting about what could happen, instead of enjoying the hugs of her sons, who grew as fast as weeds in an untended vegetable garden?

“Besides, James is young. Boys don’t become men until they’re at least twenty-five,” Sally grumbled, then brightened. “Say, Fannie, with three grown sons, none of them married, I’d be beholden if you took one of them off my hands. I could use help skinning and dressing the game they kill. Why, you could move in with us—”

Eyes wide with horror, Fannie gasped.

Sally laughed. “I’m only teasing. Truth be told, my boys have lost their bragging rights as marksmen.”

“Your sons are…very nice, but I love James.” Fannie’s face glowed, verifying her statement. “I don’t want to wait forever to be his wife.”

An aching loneliness gnawed in Mary’s belly. Two years had passed since she’d lost Sam. Years before his death, more years than she cared to think about, she’d spent her evenings alone. To have someone to talk to, to share a sunset with, the small things she’d expected to share with a husband and never had, left a huge void that children, no matter how much she loved them, could not fill.

Still, she couldn’t imagine caring for another man. Sam’s death had hurt too much. Living with him had hurt even more. She’d never risk a second marriage.

The image of Luke Jacobs flitted through her mind. A hot day. Him on her porch, holding a glass of cold tea with a smile and an invitation to sit awhile. A shared kiss—

Her pulse leapt.

How could she even think of that man? The answer rattled through her mind. Luke Jacobs possessed charm, a way about him that wrapped her around his every word—just like Sam.

But Sam’s charm had covered a deep pain from a childhood of abuse, leading him to swig patent medicines. Later when he gave up the pretense, it led him into saloons to forget. She and the boys and endless years of prayer hadn’t been enough to keep Sam home.

Best to remember frosting can cover a bitter cake.


“Mary?” Addie said. “You look like you’re off somewhere. Is everything okay?”

A pair of dark, piercing eyes reappeared in Mary’s mind. With all the strength she possessed, she forced her thoughts away from Luke Jacobs and back to Addie’s question. “Fine. Fine. Say, how are William and Emma doing in school?”

“William is at the head of his class. I can’t say the same for Emma.” Addie rolled her eyes heavenward. “Charles says not to worry. She’ll charm her way through life.”

Sally snipped a thread. “Nothing wrong with that, is there?”

Mary saw plenty wrong with charm. “Emma may not be a leading student, but she’s already designing hats. Mark my words, Addie, one day you’ll turn the shop over to her capable hands.”

“Whatever path they take,” Laura said. “We’re all grateful to you, Adelaide, for saving those orphans from a life of terror.”

The group quieted, each face growing somber, remembering how Addie’s suspicions had led to Ed Drummond’s arrest for not only beating Frances half to death but for murdering Frances’s mother. Ed had planned to kill Addie and hide the act by starting a fire. Charles not only saved her life, but he won her heart. Now Charles, Addie and their children lived happily ever after. A storybook ending Mary couldn’t imagine.

Laura inched her needle along a gingham petal, adding a white edge to the pink and white design. “I saw Frances at the grocery. Now that she’s healed up and that awful man she’s married to is in jail for life, she looks ten years younger.”

“Ed Drummond should’ve hung,” Martha said. “How could a man go to church as regular as a ticking clock yet kill his mother-in-law and beat on his family? I can’t believe how he had us all fooled.”


Tears stung the back of Mary’s eyes. In his childhood, Sam had lived with abuse—Charles too. This town had suffered more than its share of violence. People’s lives had been changed, some for the better, but for others, life would never be the same. “Do you ever wonder…why God allows evil to touch good people?”

Laura reached over and squeezed Mary’s hand. “That’s a hard one, dear. One of those things we may never understand in this life.”

Mary forced a smile, but worry churned in her gut. Laura’s pat answer didn’t solve a thing. She’d learned in the blink of an eye that life could end. If only she could know what lay ahead so she could keep misfortune at bay. But only God knew, and He wasn’t telling.

Then again, she didn’t need God to tell her that peddler was up to no good.

 

With the office closed while her father made rounds in the county, Mary and Ben visited the Willowbys then stopped in at the post office to retrieve the mail.

With a jab of her index finger, the postmistress shoved her reading glasses up her thin nose. “Morning, Mary. Morning, Ben.”

“Hello, Mrs. Hawkins.”

The postmistress shoved three envelopes across the counter. “Can’t say I’ve seen these return addresses before.”

Mary merely smiled and thanked the postmistress, giving no hint of what she hoped the envelopes contained. Once outside, she sat Ben on the bench. Dropping down beside him, she tore open the flaps. Her pulse leapt. Each envelope held a request for a job interview. Finally, her father would get the help he needed.

She’d hoped for another letter—


Right now she’d give thanks for these answers to prayer.

The three applicants promised to arrive on consecutive Saturdays, the day she’d specified for interviews. Perfect. Within three-weeks’ time, her father could interview the candidates and handpick his replacement, then ease the young doctor into the practice until he’d earned the town’s trust. But in her heart, Mary knew the hardest citizen to convince would be Henry Lawrence.

“Come along, Ben. We need to get home.” Mary tucked the letters into her purse, then took Ben’s hand and scanned the street, looking for her nemesis.

Logan Street swarmed with buggies and wagons. A horse tied to a nearby hitching post nickered and stomped a hoof. The door of the Whitehall Café opened and closed as satisfied diners came and went, patting full stomachs and chewing on toothpicks. She didn’t see Luke Jacobs, which eased the tension between her shoulder blades.

Ben tugged at her hand, pulling her toward Hudson’s General Store window. “Wait, Mary. I wanna see.”

The Willowbys had spoiled Ben. Every time he passed a shop, he wanted a new toy or book. Usually Mary didn’t give in to his demands, but she’d let him look.

They stood in front, the sun glinting off the top of the glass, reflecting slivers of gold. Her gaze traveled to Ben’s reflection. That small, timid boy who’d arrived on the orphan train had become a taller, healthier child with a mischievous sparkle in his eyes and an air of happiness about him that no one could resist.

Ben scanned the display, and Mary marveled at how he’d taken his new life in stride, become part of the town, part of their family. Part of her heart.

Her throat clogged with emotion, and she wrapped a hand around his shoulders, drawing him close. Ben didn’t know they shared a connection, but Mary understood what it meant to be unwanted then welcomed into a family. With all her being, she prayed the road ahead would be smoother for Ben than the one left behind.

“Oh, Mary!” Ben pointed toward something. “That big ball’s my favorite colors: red and yellow. And it has stars, bright blue stars.” Ben tugged her hand. “Can I have it? I could bounce it clear to the sky!” He clapped his hands and glanced up, hope shining in his eyes. “Please?”

Listening to Ben’s clever reasoning made Mary smile. “You have a ball. Now let’s get home for lunch, sweetheart.”

Ben’s chin lolled toward his chest. “I don’t want lunch. I want to go into the store.”

Her stomach growled. She tousled his curly hair then took his hand. “Well, I’m hungry, and by the time we get home, you will be too.”

“My tummy doesn’t want food. My tummy wants the big ball.”

Mary laughed. “We don’t eat toys, Ben. But after lunch, you can play with the ball you have. Before you know it, Michael and Philip will be home from school.”

A huge smile took over Ben’s face. “Michael and Philip want you to get the ball for me.”

Biting back a smile, Mary started up the street, but Ben lagged behind for one last look.

“Why, hello again, Florence Nightingale.”

Mary’s head snapped up, and she stared into the dark, mesmerizing eyes of Luke Jacobs. Remembering the sheriff’s words, her heart raced faster than a thoroughbred at the county fair.

Then his stare slid to Ben and stayed.

Ben giggled. “That’s not her name. Her name is Mary Graves.”

“Mary Graves.” Her name rolled off Luke’s tongue. “Is this boy your…son?”


Why would he ask such a question? Unless—

Unable to continue the thought, Mary’s heart jumped into her throat and wedged there, closing off her speech. Still gripping Ben’s hand, she took a step, but the peddler blocked her way, looming over her. “Let me pass,” she said.

But he didn’t move aside. If anything, he looked more determined. Warning bells clanged in Mary’s head.

“Yoo-hoo! Mary!”

Mary whirled toward Carrie Foley, eager for the interruption, for anything that’d take the focus off Ben.

Carrie reached them and chucked a gloved hand under Ben’s chin. “Hello, dearest.”

The little boy beamed at the woman who cared for him while Mary worked at the office.

Carrie turned to Luke Jacobs. “Aren’t you the man peddling that remedy?”

Luke tipped an imaginary hat, all smiles. “Yes, ma’am, I am.”

“The sign on your wagon boasts your tonic will cure headaches and stomachaches. Does it work?” She waggled a finger at him. “Now, before you answer, I’ll have you know I’m a pastor’s wife.”

“Yes, my remedy works.” He chuckled. “Even for pastor’s wives.”

Mary shifted her eyes heavenward. As if the rogue didn’t grasp Carrie’s meaning.

“Did you hear that, Mary? You ought to get a bottle for your headaches.”

Luke Jacobs turned toward Mary, flashing the dimple in his cheek. Of all things, her legs turned to jelly, like she didn’t have the gumption to stand on her own two feet.

“I’d be happy to give Miss Graves a free sample. She need only ask.” Mary started to protest, but before she could, the scalawag gave a nod. “Good day, ladies,” he said, striding away.

Ben grimaced. “Ouch, you’re hurting my hand.”

Mary eased her hold. “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetheart, I…” What excuse could she give? She’d been so unnerved by Mr. Jacobs’s presence that she’d wrung Ben’s hand like the neck of a Sunday fryer.

“Isn’t he the nicest man?” Carrie said. “I should’ve invited him to church.”

Mary wouldn’t find Luke Jacobs’s name under Webster’s definition for nice. Nice would be seeing the man drive his rig out of town.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about my nephew’s rash. Is something going around?” Carrie said and then shot her a curious look.

Heat rose in Mary’s face. “Ah, not that I know of.”

“It’s probably that homemade soap. I told my sister it’s too strong for that boy’s skin, but it’s cheaper than store-bought and…”

As Carrie chatted about the boy’s rash, Mary nodded, barely able to concentrate. Luke Jacobs exhibited interest in Ben beyond ordinary courtesy. Instinct urged her to rush Ben home.

Evidently satisfied that lye soap caused her nephew’s mysterious rash, Carrie said goodbye, then touched Mary’s sleeve. “Oh, look. That peddler’s coming back.”

Still clinging to Ben’s hand, Mary pivoted, almost colliding with Luke Jacobs. Wobbling on her feet, she gasped. He reached out a hand to steady her, then let go. A warm sensation shot through her and fluttered against every nerve.

In his other hand, Mr. Jacobs held the ball Ben wanted. Mary swirled to the store window, to the empty spot where the toy had been.


“This is for you.” The rogue bent down and put the ball into Ben’s outstretched hands. “I saw you admiring it.”

“Thank you!” Ben beamed, clinging to it with both hands. “Look, Mary, look what the nice man gave me!”

Hot anger sliced through Mary. Surely he’d heard her refuse to buy the toy. While she’d talked to Carrie, he’d gone into the store and bought it. She wanted to snatch the ball out of the youngster’s arms, but he’d raise a ruckus. Besides, that would be cruel. She couldn’t blame Ben that this cad took pleasure in undermining her authority.

The peddler sat on his heels in front of her son. “I’m Luke. What’s your name?”

“Ben.”

“Ben. Ben,” the man repeated, as if he couldn’t believe his ears.

Mary’s heart tripped in her chest. He’d used the gift as a way to obtain Ben’s name. She took a step closer.

“Red’s my favorite color,” Ben said, still smiling at Luke, chattering on as if he’d made a new friend. “I have a red truck, and now I have a red ball with yellow stripes and blue stars.”

Under Ben’s direct gaze, Luke wavered, as if he didn’t know the first thing about children. Well, good.

“Ah, red’s my favorite color too,” he said.

Ben smiled. “Do you like stars?”

“Yes, ’specially stars in the night sky.”

“Mary showed me the Big Dipper.” Ben lowered his voice. “I didn’t see it, but I pretended cuz Mary is real nice.”

The vendor chuckled, his expression exhibiting fascination with Ben, his gaze never leaving the boy’s face. “You’re a smart young fellow.”

Touched by Ben’s obvious delight at the man’s words, Mary’s heart twisted, then unfurled. Luke Jacobs wasn’t above using every trick at his disposal to entice Ben, a boy hungry for a man’s attention.

Ben nodded. “I know my colors and I can count by tens.” He took a deep breath. “Ten, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, seventy, oh, ah, I mean sixty, seventy, eighty, ninety, one hundred.”

“Excellent.”

“Michael taught me.” Beaming, Ben’s small chest puffed with pride. “Want to play catch? Mary can’t play good cuz she wears dresses. Girls don’t like playin’ catch.”

Luke Jacobs glanced around, as if uncertain how they’d manage a game on the walk.

Mary tugged Ben closer. “We don’t have time to play.”

The boy’s lower lip trembled and his eyes glistened.

Luke ruffled Ben’s hair, then dropped his hand to his side. “Maybe next time.” He rose and turned his dark gaze on Mary, full of interest, sending a shiver down her spine. “Would you allow me to take you and Ben to lunch, Miss Graves?”

The nerve of that man. Shaking her head, Mary scooped up Ben, pushed past her adversary and hurried up the street, listening for his footsteps, but she heard nothing but her breath coming in harsh spurts.

She glanced over her shoulder. The peddler remained where she’d left him. Still, she couldn’t risk letting him know where she lived. Her hands trembled. He could show up at her door, demanding to see Ben.

Instead of going home, she’d go to The Ledger. Charles would know how to get that man out of this town.

The sooner, the better.

 

Realization crashed over Luke, kicking up his pulse like a runaway mustang. The boy’s name was Ben. He looked to be around four. The fact he called Mary by name and the resemblance to his childhood pictures left no doubt in his mind. This boy was his son.

Luke’s throat clogged. I’ve found him. I’ve found Ben.

The youngster looked well cared for and happy. He’d give Mary Graves that much. As soon as he determined Ben’s condition and sold the rest of his inventory, he could return to New York and his lab, assured the lad would be fine.

The prospect of never seeing his son again twisted in his gut. Odd how he’d found the boy’s every word and action enchanting. Ben’s innocence and delight tugged at Luke. That pull left him shaken, unsteady, as if the earth had shifted under his feet. He tossed the strong feeling aside, refusing to be drawn into Ben’s life.

If he did, he’d only ruin it.

But before he could leave, Luke had to know if the child had inherited the family curse. Only then could he depart in good conscience, knowing he’d armed the child’s new family with the proper knowledge, so Ben wouldn’t suffer as Luke’s brother had.

Yet, something else nagged at Luke. Why did his son call Miss Graves Mary, instead of mother? Did Ben feel unconnected?

Luke knew the feeling, knew the necessity of keeping his distance. Until he could leave, he vowed to maintain his reserve in a town that appeared woven together as tightly as a well-made blanket.

He’d already seen wariness in Mary Graves’s flashing green eyes. He suspected she could make trouble for him. How much trouble remained to be seen.






Chapter Five
 

Holding Ben in her arms, Mary hustled toward The Ledger, greeting the people she knew but avoiding conversation. She couldn’t waste a moment in idle chitchat, not after that disturbing encounter with Luke Jacobs.

Inside the newspaper office, Teddy Marshall, Charles’s typesetter, ran the printing press. The noise drilled into Mary’s aching head until it throbbed. The strong smell of ink hung in the air, as if the printed words hung there too. In her mind, frightening headlines swirled: “Medicine Man Makes Off With Orphan. Local Boy Claimed By Peddler.” At the prospect of losing Ben, Mary could barely breathe.

Charles rose from behind his desk, and Mary put Ben down. Still clutching the ball, the little boy ran to his uncle, throwing his free arm around Charles’s legs, and beamed up at him. “A nice man gave me a new ball!”

Charles shot Mary a puzzled look, and then smiled at Ben. “That’s a great ball, Ben.”

Though taller and leaner than Sam, her brother-in-law looked enough like her deceased husband to have been his twin instead of his older brother. Some days the resemblance hurt, fueling Mary’s regrets, but today the likeness brought comfort. Since Sam’s death, Charles had been her rock. He would help her.

He kissed Mary’s cheek. “Are you okay? You look pale.”

“I’ve got a headache.”

“One of your bad ones?”

She nodded. If only Charles knew. This time her headache was six feet tall and refusing to leave town.

Without a word, Charles ushered her into a chair, then led Ben into the back where he kept treats and toys for his children. Ben could play freely there while she unburdened herself to Charles.

He returned and gave her a smile. “Ben’s nibbling graham crackers and rolling his ball into the wall.” He motioned across the street. “You just missed Addie. She finished her column, then walked over to her shop to go over the accounts. Why don’t you join her for a cup of tea? I know she’d like a break, and a visit might do you good. I’ll keep an eye on Ben.”

Charles’s wife had become Mary’s best friend. She’d like nothing better than to confide in Addie. But her thoughts about Luke Jacobs were mere speculation. Still, they would alarm her sister-in-law, especially after what she’d been through with William and Emma.

“Actually, I want to talk to you.” Mary glanced out the window, relieved to see no sign of Luke Jacobs. “Alone.”

The crease deepened between Charles’s brow, and he took a seat across from her. “Sounds serious.”

“Have you heard about the new peddler in town?”

He nodded. “We’re always looking for news. Today, he was it.” He smiled. “From what my reporter said, you weren’t on the town’s welcoming committee.”

Mary bit her lower lip. “That man has me in a tizzy, Charles. First selling a remedy he concocted himself, making all kinds of claims about what it can do. Folks can’t throw their money away fast enough.”

Charles took Mary’s hand. “Just because your mother took ill from nursing a peddler isn’t a reason to judge them all.”

Mary couldn’t think about her mother. Not now.

But Charles’s words reminded her that the Bible had plenty to say about judging others—none of it good. Still, how could she protect her loved ones if she wasn’t alert when problems came knocking?

“Ben and I ran into him a few minutes ago. From the rapt expression on his face, he has a special interest in Ben. He even went against my wishes and bought him a ball.”

“I’m surprised he disregarded your authority, but I can’t see any harm in being generous.”

“I do, if he bought the ball to get into Ben’s good graces and discover his name. Why would he do that? What does he want?”

She clasped her hands together to keep them from shaking. Luke Jacobs meant trouble. Not merely for her or this town but perhaps for Ben, an innocent little boy she loved like her own.

Charles rose and crossed to the window, staring out on the street. Her brother-in-law guarded his opinions until he had all the facts, which Mary found both endearing and frustrating. But today she wished he’d drop his editor hat and share her apprehension, instead of refusing to sense a threat when it stared him in the face.

“Other than his expression, did he say something to alarm you?”

“Well, no, but Sheriff Rogers said when he mentioned the orphans, Luke Jacobs’s eyes lit.”

“I’d hardly call that evidence of a particular interest in our orphans.”


“Mark my words, Charles. Nothing good will come from that peddler’s presence in our town. I can feel it in here.” She tapped the spot over her heart.

Yet, if she hadn’t been taken with Luke Jacobs, why did she get lost in his dark, captivating eyes? How could that scoundrel have that control over her?

The man was a magician, pure and simple.

Charles crossed to her and took her hand. “Let’s not panic. Still, we should pray about this, asking God to put His shield around Ben.”

But even as she heard Charles’s words and admitted their wisdom, Mary knew she would not stand by waiting on God and let Luke Jacobs destroy Ben’s world.

 

Saturday afternoon, Luke climbed the stairs to the room over the Whitehall Café, his home in this town whether Mary Graves liked it or not.

His landlords had equipped the space with old, mismatched furniture, shabby but surprisingly comfortable and clean. When he crawled into the iron bed at night, the springs creaked, but a cozy quilt covered the mattress. Quite a change for him, a man accustomed to posh dwellings and elegant restaurants. This trip had been yet another in a long string of lessons on what mattered. With a roof over his head and food in his stomach, he had everything he needed.

When he’d spoken to the café owner Monday, she’d appeared glad to have him move in, gladder still to get his money, though disappointment he’d rent by the week had clouded her eyes. She’d asked for cash in advance, no doubt seeing him as shiftless.

Not so long ago, her description would have fit him like a glove. If only he’d done right by Lucy. If only he could undo his past. How could he have repeated the family history he despised?


He slumped into a chair by the window, staring aimlessly at the street. No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t erase those years when he’d rejected God. He’d tried to make up for his past. Spent months searching for Lucy and his child, only to learn she’d died from complications not long after delivering his son. Every piece of the puzzle since that revelation had shaken him to the core.

His eyes stung. That he could never ask her forgiveness for covering his responsibility with a pile of dollars rippled through him. His only recourse now was to ensure Ben was loved and would not pay for his father’s sins. Luke’s breath caught.

Father. Luke could barely wrap his mind around the word. He didn’t feel like a father. He didn’t know how to be a father. He didn’t want to be a father.

He rose and paced the room. His central goal, to find a cure for epilepsy without potent narcotics like laudanum, had evaded him. He’d interrupted his quest to find Ben. Now that he’d found him, he’d stay just long enough to evaluate his health and make certain he received good care.

He couldn’t believe the aggravating woman who’d claimed his medicine contained spirits was Ben’s guardian. She’d be surprised to learn his remedy was a concoction of catnip, peppermint, chamomile and honey. Despite what catnip did to cats, he’d found the herb a safe and effective tranquilizer for humans and an excellent treatment for insomnia, colds, colic, upset stomachs, nervous headaches and fevers. This trip gave him the opportunity to test his remedy’s effectiveness on a considerable number of people. Its success pleased him. When he returned to New York, he’d expand production.

In the meantime, unless Luke planned to give up eating, he needed money. Setting up his lab had devoured most of his savings. The rest went to producing his medicine and buying his rig. He had no choice but to wire his housekeeper and ask her to close up his house. He could no longer afford to pay her salary.

His sorry financial state was exactly what he deserved, according to his father, who ridiculed Luke’s refusal to spend a dime of the family money.

But nothing came without a price and the price of sharing in the Jacobs wealth was more than Luke was willing to pay. First thing tomorrow he’d look for work.

In the meantime, he’d find ways to spend time with his son without raising Mary Graves’s suspicion.

 

Mary shifted in her chair, wishing she could be anywhere but here. Luke Jacobs had turned her life upside down, and she’d let her chores slide. The list grew longer every day: washing, ironing, mending, cleaning. She’d promised to take food to the Shriver family, to make sure Mr. Lemming took his medicine and then tonight she had a Sunday school lesson to prepare. Even with the boys’ help, she wouldn’t be finished by nightfall.

But her father had pointed out it had been her idea to find another doctor for the practice and insisted she be present at the interviews with each candidate who’d answered her newspaper ad. She hoped this interview would bring the help Mary sought.

The first applicant sat across from her. The hunched set of his shoulders and the way he twisted his hands gave Mary a bad feeling.

Her father looked up from reading the young doctor’s résumé and shoved his reading glasses farther along his nose. “You finished last in your class, Dr. Edgar.”

“Yes, but I passed the course.”

“I’m not willing to turn my patients over to a doctor who barely passed medical school, especially a regional school like Central College of Physicians and Surgeons.” He rose. “I’m sorry, but I have to terminate this interview.”

Dr. Edgar’s face flushed. “No offense, Dr. Lawrence, but are you in a position to be so selective?”

“Yes, I believe I am, young man, as long as I’m alive and kicking.” He handed the paperwork to the doctor, then ushered the red-faced applicant out of the office.

When he returned, Mary said, “Maybe the other two applicants—” Her father’s scowl stopped her.

“If a doctor is to take over this practice, Mary, he must be competent, honorable and care about people. If such a man exists, I’ll hire him on the spot.”

Mary nodded. The first interview hadn’t been a positive beginning, but surely one of the other two applicants would meet her father’s high standards.

She found the boys in the waiting room playing hide-and-seek. Michael counted to ten, while Ben and Philip scurried for cover. As soon as Ben saw her, he forgot the game and plunged into her skirt. “Is it time to go home?”

“Remember, we’re having lunch here with Grandpa.”

A hank of dark brown hair tumbled over Philip’s brow, covering a hazel eye. He swept it off his forehead. “Ben wants to play ball.”

Michael’s green eyes fixed on her. “Why can’t we take him outside? We do at home.”

Mary glanced through the window. The sun shone bright for October; the wind had died. A perfect fall day. But with Luke Jacobs snooping about town, she couldn’t bear letting Ben out of her sight.

Ben jumped up and down, his pleading eyes melting her resolve. “Can I? Please?”

If the boys played out back, no one could see them from the street. “All right, just until we eat lunch. Here’s your ball.”


Ben whooped and trotted alongside her as they headed for the door. She had work to do, but the beauty of the day and the boys’ shiny faces pulled her. Chores shouldn’t come before her children but sadly often did.

A few minutes later, her father joined them and raked leaves while her sons tossed the ball. As soon as her father gathered a pile, the boys tumbled into it, hollering with delight. Even her father, who saw his efforts undone in minutes, chuckled at their antics.

“Children and leaves go together,” he said, resting a forearm on the rake. “When you were young, every fall you collected leaves and pressed them in the pages of my medical books.” He smiled then tugged her close. “Daughter, you’ve brought indescribable joy to your mother and me.”

Mary leaned into him, wanting to be that carefree girl, instead of a woman weighed down by the past and what the future might hold. “You and Mother gave me a wonderful life, Daddy.”

Leaving the boys to their fun, Mary and her father ambled indoors arm-in-arm. “I’ll clean the surgery before I start lunch,” Mary said.

“You have your own chores to do. I can manage here.”

“We’ll work together.”

Her father crossed to the counter where a familiar bottle sat.

Too familiar.

A knot formed in Mary’s stomach. Luke Jacobs’s potion reminded her of their confrontation in the square. Of his unsettling interest in Ben. And his accusation that she’d followed him to the livery. Every time they met fire or ice erupted in her veins, leaving her reeling. Feeling wrung out. Confused or frightened.

Her father picked up the container. “I decided to give that peddler’s tonic a try. He told me the secret ingredient is catnip. Imagine that?”

“How could you purchase that man’s remedy, knowing I worry about his interest in Ben?”

“Kitten, I’m a doctor. I must be open to anything that’ll help my patients, whether I like the seller or not.” He smiled. “I took a dose last night and got the best night’s sleep I’ve had in ages. I plan to buy a couple more bottles.”

“I didn’t know you had trouble sleeping, Daddy.”

“Ever since your mother—” He looked away, blinking hard, then cleared his throat. “I fall asleep in my chair, but by the time I get to bed, I’m wide awake, staring at the ceiling.”

To learn the fatigue on her father’s face had more to do with the pain he carried in his heart than the patients in his practice banged against Mary’s lungs. She slipped her arms around his waist and gave him a hug. “Delivering babies and making house calls in the middle of the night doesn’t help either. What you need is another doctor in here.”

He ignored her comment. “All I need is a couple nights of taking this stuff. That should break the cycle.” He gave her a smile. “That medicine might do you some good too, with those severe headaches of yours.”

She stepped away from her father. “Never!”

He laughed and tweaked her chin. “You’re a stubborn woman, Mary Lynn Graves.”

In his humorous tone, Mary heard his approval and basked in its warmth. She laid a soft palm on her father’s cheek. “Like you, Daddy. Just like you.”

“Goes to show, the Good Lord knew what He was doing when He brought you to us.”

Moisture filled her eyes. Her father always made her feel special, loved. She’d expected all men to be like Henry Lawrence.


How wrong she’d been.

She craved the happiness her father had shared with her mother, happiness she’d never found with her husband.

At night with the boys tucked in bed, she ached with loneliness, reliving all those endless evenings she’d spent waiting for Sam, dreading his shuffling steps, his hands fumbling at the door, his blurry eyes resting on, yet not seeing, her. Even with him in the house lying beside her, he was lost to her. Alcohol took her place as his companion, as the love of his life. She couldn’t compete with a mistress that enabled him to forget the suffering of his childhood.

What had she become? A woman focused on regrets, instead of counting her blessings—her father and her sons. They were the only men she needed in her life.

What if she lost Ben? A shiver snaked down her spine. She met her father’s gaze. “I’m afraid of what Luke Jacobs could do to all of our lives.”

“I’m sorry. I know that peddler has you upset, but I suspect you’re overreacting.” He gave her a smile. “The Good Lord will work it out. Give Him time.”

Obviously, her father didn’t grasp the enormity of the situation. “Given enough time, Ben could be riding on the seat of that peddler’s wagon—on his way out of town.”

Her father frowned. “Guess I’ll have another talk with that fellow. See what I make of him.”

Henry Lawrence wouldn’t let anyone harm her or the boys. A load of worry shifted from her shoulders to his. With a lighter step, she scrubbed the surgery and then headed to her father’s quarters to prepare lunch.

After they’d eaten, Mary set about cleaning her father’s rooms. Michael and Philip had joined their grandfather out back, once again raking leaves but this time burning them in a barrel. Mary kept Ben inside, away from smoke, a trigger for his asthma. Nearby her new son stacked the wooden blocks she’d loved as a child. Her parents saved everything she’d ever touched, no matter how insignificant. She soaked up that realization like a thirsty sponge. She owed them everything, God even more. She hadn’t come close to paying the debt.

When she became a doctor, she’d keep her father’s legacy alive in this town, long after he couldn’t care for his patients.

True, going to school and studying, taking care of her sons wouldn’t be easy, but she could and would manage it all, as soon as her father had help in the practice. She’d prayed for God to send a doctor. Surely one of the two remaining applicants would be His answer.

Finished with the cleaning, she strolled into the office and peered out the back window. The boys and her father had made progress but still had work to do. She might as well catch up with the accounts. Her work at home could wait another day.

She sat at her desk and delved into the sorry state of her father’s books. He rarely collected cash. Now Luke Jacobs picked her father’s pockets. As she recorded the payment of a bushel of apples, her hand shook and ink splotched the page. If only that man would leave town.

Right then, outside the window, Luke Jacobs strode past. Slowly, trying not to alert Ben, she rose and inched closer. At the sign alongside the path leading to her father’s office, he paused, reading Henry Lawrence, M.D. Then he glanced toward the entrance. Mary caught her breath, held it, her body unbending as steel, ready to spring into action to shield Ben. A second later, he moved on.

Mary sagged against the frame. Could he be looking for her home? Hoping to find Ben? Or merely searching for another place to sell his remedy?

Either way, Mary had a sinking feeling that he’d be back.






Chapter Six
 

Luke left the Whitehall Café, his stomach full and his mind grappling with a sense of responsibility toward Ben. As he strolled along the sidewalk, lost in thought, he wondered if he could find a way to see his boy without giving away his fatherhood. Would Miss Graves allow him within a mile of Ben?

Not likely. The woman had it in for him. She might be attractive, but she appeared tauter than an over-wound clock. Luke suspected more than his interest in Ben had her in an uproar. His medicine would probably do her good. But he didn’t want to get involved with her problems, whatever they might be. He had enough of his own.

This morning at the livery, John Lemming had turned down his request for a job. Mr. Hudson had done the same at the general store. His housekeeper had wired back that she had no place to go and wanted to remain in the house without pay. That didn’t sit well with Luke. He planned to take the train back to New York. No point in hanging on to his rig. He’d sell it and send his housekeeper the money. Once the local doctor recommended his remedy—

A whinny, then a blood-curdling scream sliced through the air. Luke whirled toward the sound. A child, half lying in the street, half cradled in a woman’s lap. Screaming, she waved her hands over the child’s head. A dark stain spread across her skirt. Off to the side, a horse stomped. Bystanders stopped, frozen in place.

Luke broke into a run, dodging wagons and buggies, mentally preparing the next steps before he reached the child. He crouched at the mother’s side. “What happened?”

Wide-eyed with shock, she didn’t appear to see him. “The horse,” the woman said, tears running down her face. “Something spooked the horse. He kicked.” She rocked back and forth, holding her son in her arms. “Oh, Lord, my boy! My sweet boy!”

“Ma’am, let me.” His gaze met hers, firm enough for her to release the grasp she had on her son. A circle of people crowded around them. “Get the doctor. And get me some rags.”

“I’ll git Doc Lawrence!” A passerby sped off.

Luke guessed the injured boy to be seven or eight. He checked his pulse. Steady and strong. Good. He lifted one eyelid. The pupil dilated. He checked the other. A concussion.

“Oh, God, save my son!” the mother cried.

Luke eased the boy’s head to the side. The horse’s hoof had laid open a section of scalp, and a lump formed on his skull. Thankfully, the horse caught the child from the back, not at the temple.

A woman thrust material in his hand. “I bought it to make diapers.”

“Thanks.” Luke folded one cloth into a pad and laid it over the wound, then wrapped the other around the boy’s head and added pressure to stop the bleeding.

The mother wept over her son’s frame, her tears disappearing into his sandy hair. “My baby! My baby! Don’t let him die.”


Another woman dropped to her knees and hugged her close. “I’m praying, Martha.”

“We’re all praying, Mrs. Cummings,” a man from behind said with conviction and an affirming pat on her shoulder.

Hearing the whispers of prayers, Luke tried to imagine such support in a big city like New York and failed. He touched the mother’s hand. “Mrs. Cummings, your son is breathing. He’s got a concussion and he’s going to need some stitches, but skulls are tough. Except for a headache, he’ll be fine.”

“Thank you, God,” someone murmured.

Evidently, the boy’s mother heard Luke. She quieted and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Are you sure?”

Suddenly an older man, breathing heavily, his face ruddy with exertion, bent over them. “Let’s get Homer to my office and stitch him up.”

The boy groaned. “He’s coming around,” Luke said.

Dr. Lawrence patted Mrs. Cummings’s back. “It’ll take more than a kick in the head to keep young Homer down.”

Mrs. Cummings gave a weak laugh and let Luke take her son from her arms—yet kept a grip on his hand.

The boy opened his eyes. “Oh, my head hurts. Wh-What happened?”

Color returned to the boy’s cheeks. “You and a horse got in a kicking match, and the horse won,” Luke said. “You’ll be fine.”

Dr. Lawrence stepped alongside Luke. “My office is just down the street.”

Luke remembered seeing the cozy clapboard house with Dr. Lawrence’s shingle out front.

Inside the waiting room, Luke’s steps slowed. Mary Graves rose from behind the desk, alarm plain on her face, her gaze fixed on the small, quiet form in his arms.


At the sight of her, Luke’s heart hammered in his chest—the same rush of energy he’d experienced helping the boy. The realization sunk to the depths of his stomach with a thud. Careful, Jacobs. Don’t get involved.

Mary Graves lifted her gaze to him and her mouth thinned. Obviously the woman could barely stomach him. Perhaps the fact she worked for a doctor explained her intense mistrust of his medicine. Giving Ben that ball had only increased her hostility.

She followed the procession into the surgery, where Luke eased Homer onto the table, being careful of his head.

Taking one look at the matted blood on the makeshift dressing, Miss Graves hurried out. Within minutes, she returned, carrying a basin of water, a bar of soap and towels, the epitome of efficiency and calm.

His gaze collided with hers and held. A flush crept up her neck, and she quickly turned to the boy. In the moment before she’d looked away, something flared in her eyes. She might hate him, but she wasn’t unmoved by him. To his dismay, he found the insight appealing.

Miss Graves smiled at the boy and covered him to his chin with a blanket. “Trying to get out of school, Homer?”

The boy gave a lopsided grin. “No, ma’am, I like school.”

Then she looped an arm around Mrs. Cummings’s middle and pulled her close. “He looks good, Martha,” she said softly, easing the worry lines on the mother’s face.

Petite, with wavy chestnut hair and vibrant jade eyes, Mary Graves was more than equal to the task. She knew her way around a surgery, knew how to comfort a patient and his family. Nothing about her demeanor spoke of the woman who’d battled with him on the square. He shouldn’t be surprised. At their first meeting, this woman possessed an almost passionate concern for others, though she hadn’t shared it with him. Odd how he’d called her Miss Nightingale, as if he’d sensed her medical training.

Dr. Lawrence smiled. “He’ll look even better with the new haircut I’m about to give him.” Easing Homer onto his side, he snipped a hank of brown hair, then cleaned the wound with soap and water, eliciting soft moans from the patient.

Luke couldn’t keep his eyes off Miss Graves, pleased by her calm demeanor at the sight of blood. Of course, he’d expect that of a doctor’s assistant. She glanced at him and caught him watching her, then lowered her gaze.

Dr. Lawrence finished cleaning the wound. “Mary, take Martha to the waiting room.” Before the mother could protest, Miss Graves led Martha Cummings away.

The older man met Luke’s gaze. “Mrs. Cummings is a wonderful woman but prone to fainting. If I let her stay, she’d be on the floor, and we’d have two patients on our hands.” He smiled, raising a questioning brow. “So, Doctor, would you like to stitch up that gash, or shall I?”

Luke had wondered how long it’d take Dr. Lawrence to uncover his profession. “I’ll hold him,” he mouthed, not wanting to alarm Homer.

Doc nodded just as Miss Graves returned to the surgery. She appeared surprised to still see him there. By the tension around her mouth as she prepared the needle, he half expected her to toss him out.

Before she could, Doc came around to meet the boy’s gaze. “This is going to hurt and I’m mighty sorry. But once we’re done, I’ve got a candy stick for you.”

Tears filled Homer’s eyes, but he managed a shaky nod.

Miss Graves handed Doc a bottle of antiseptic. He dabbed the wound. At the sting, Homer shrieked. Luke trapped his arms and legs so he couldn’t thrash, while Dr. Lawrence talked a blue streak about fishing, dogs, anything to take the lad’s mind off what came next.


While Doc stitched, Mary Graves kept her eyes on the boy, laid a gentle hand on his forehead, crooning that it would soon be over. She stood mere inches away. He couldn’t help noticing her scent, clean and starchy, with the faintest touch of something he’d smelled before. Where? Ah, in his grandmother’s garden on his parent’s estate. What was it? Honeysuckle?

Doc tied off the last stitch, and Luke eased his hold on the boy.

Miss Graves straightened and patted the lad’s hand. “You were very brave, Homer. The only thing left to do is bandage you up, and that won’t hurt at all.” She crossed the room, opened a drawer, brought out gauze and a fine-tipped pair of scissors and in minutes finished the task while he and Doc washed up.

Miss Graves gave the boy his promised treat and his mother a bottle of antiseptic along with instructions to keep Homer quiet but awake. Then she cleared away the mess with the competency of a trained nurse. His esteem for her raised another notch. Whatever needed doing, she did and did well. She and Doc’s motions meshed like they’d been orchestrated to music.

Dr. Lawrence tossed aside the towel and patted Mary’s hand. “Thanks for your help, daughter.”

Luke’s head jerked up. “This is your daughter?”

“Yes,” he said, his tone laced with pride. “I don’t know what I’d do without her.” He eyed Luke. “So, out with it, Doctor. Why aren’t you practicing medicine?”

Miss Graves whirled to face Luke. “You are a doctor?”

She didn’t look happy about the news.

 

Mary sagged against the table. This scoundrel, the man whose remedy she’d fought, was a physician? She’d supposed her father’s reason for allowing Luke Jacobs to remain in the surgery had been to remove her burden of holding Homer. Never dreaming Luke Jacobs had earned the right.

Her stomach clenched. Worse, this meant his remedy probably had value. If so, he possessed skills of a pharmacist, and he’d attended medical school. Achievements she admired.

But why had he kept his identity a secret? What more did he hide?

“Where did you go to school, Doctor?” her father asked.

“Harvard.”

“Ah, Boston. Your accent told me you’re from out East. Harvard is a fine school, one of the best. Did you graduate at the top of your class?”

“Yes, not that it matters. I didn’t find practicing medicine gratifying. About a year ago, I turned my practice over to my partner and holed up in my lab, searching for cures.”

“I tried your medicine. Got the best night’s sleep I’ve had in ages.”

A smile crossed Luke’s face, lighting up his eyes and softening the edges of his chiseled features. “Glad to hear it, sir.”

The man was serious about his work. But that didn’t mean he didn’t pose a threat to Ben. Still, she breathed easier, knowing he wasn’t a drifter.

Dr. Lawrence put his mug on the table. “I liked what I saw today. The gentle way you talked to the boy and his mother, the way you soothed Homer’s fear. All signs of a good doctor.” He glanced at Mary. “My daughter’s nagging me to get help with my practice so I’m sure she’ll have no objections. If you’re willing, the job is yours.”

Mary stifled the gasp rising to her throat. Just like that? Her father would take this man’s word, without seeing his credentials?


“I suppose I could remain in town awhile. As long as you understand it won’t be permanent.”

Her father smiled. “God may have another plan for your life, young man. But for now, that’s good enough for me. The pay isn’t much, but you’re welcome to use the apartment above my carriage house cost-free. And I have an empty stall for your horse.”

“Thanks. I’ll take you up on that. If it’s all right, I’d like to give your address to my housekeeper back home so she’ll know where I can be reached.”

A housekeeper implied wealth. Why was a doctor peddling medicine, staying in a cheap room instead of a fancy hotel? Why would he take this job? Too much about Luke Jacobs didn’t make sense.

“Mary, will you write down the address?”

She hesitated, unwilling to comply, but what could she do? Luke’s gaze turned on her. Doubtless her eyes conveyed her feelings. He gave an almost imperceptive nod. She scribbled on a slip of paper and thrust the address at Luke.

His eyes bore into her like augers. “Thanks.”

“I have a motive for my generosity,” her father said. “You’ll be close at hand for late-night house calls.”

Luke chuckled, but Mary saw nothing funny about her father’s offer.

The two men shook hands. “Come to church on Sunday. Ten o’clock. It’s a good way to get acquainted, let the town see the new doc—at least those patients who attend First Christian.”

Luke smiled, flashing that dimple. “Sounds good. I’m afraid my church attendance has been sporadic since I left New York.”

Luke Jacobs had been thrust into her world. The prospect flooded through her, filling her with foreboding and…worse, oh, far worse, with anticipation. Her gaze darted to Luke. She found him looking at her, his eyes dark, penetrating as if he’d read her mind. He shot her a grin. Inside her chest, her heart tripped then tumbled. Mary sped out of the surgery, barely able to take it in.

Luke Jacobs would be working with her father.

With her.

In this office.

Every day.

She wanted to scream no, yet how could she protest when she’d badgered her father to slow down?

Mary’s stomach lurched. Luke Jacobs couldn’t be God’s answer to her prayer.

He was exactly the wrong man.

 

Josiah Kelly scuttled in, bent over, grimacing in pain. Mary took one look at his face and ushered him toward the surgery. As she passed the backroom, she glimpsed her father and Luke deep in conversation. The muscles in her neck stiffened. Even three days after entering the practice Luke’s presence in the office shook her. Her father looked up. “Be right there.”

Bent and gnarled, Mr. Kelly took a seat, cradling his dishrag-wrapped right hand like a newborn babe. “Burnt it trying to make myself some lunch,” he said, nodding and sending his wispy gray hair flapping. “Never cooked a day in my life until Betsy up and died on me. Now look what happened. She could’ve been more considerate.”

Knowing the pain of a burn and the risk of it festering, Mary’s heart went out to Mr. Kelly. Still, she pitied Betsy, who’d endured over forty years with this cantankerous man who now blamed her for dying, like she’d done it out of spite.

Maybe Betsy had. Marriage didn’t guarantee anyone’s happiness. “My father will be right with you, Mr. Kelly.”


“He’d better be.” The old gentleman let out a hiss. “This thing stings worse’n a nest of hornets. How am I going to cook? My daughter lives miles away. Ain’t nobody in this town who cares about an old man.”

“Once the ladies at church hear about your injury,” Mary said, “you’ll have more casseroles than you can eat.”

Mr. Kelly eased back in the chair, now looking more content to wait. “Reckon so.”

Preparing for Mr. Kelly’s treatment, Mary filled a pan with water, added bicarbonate of soda and laid out scissors, gauze and a jar of ointment. Grouchy patients aside, Mary loved working in this office. In between appointments, she tried to make sense of her father’s accounts, an impossible task. Her mother had handled that part of the practice, taking pleasure in entering precise figures in long columns.

But for Mary, the human body and its ability to heal both fascinated and challenged her. Perhaps someday, one or all three of her sons would aspire to become doctors. But if that didn’t appeal to them, then she hoped they’d find another way to contribute to this world.

Luke entered the surgery. Alone. The room appeared to shrink, barely holding enough air for her to breathe. Where was her father?

“I’m Dr. Jacobs, sir. Dr. Lawrence asked me to take a look at you while he’s having lunch.”

Mr. Kelly reared back, hugging his hand to his thin chest. “I ain’t letting no stranger near this here burn.”

“I assure you that I’ll be gentle.”

Luke’s promise cut no ice with Mr. Kelly, who glared up at him. Luke looked to Mary, probably hoping for her support, but she couldn’t give it. Mr. Kelly might be a crabby old codger, but he was in pain and deserved coddling.

“Let me,” Mary said, stepping between Mr. Kelly and Luke. She removed the dishrag from the patient’s hand, revealing crimson, swollen skin, but thankfully no blistering or oozing.

Mary gently cleaned the burn with soap and cool water; then she soaked a gauze pad in the solution and laid it over his hand. With Luke watching her every move, Mary’s stomach churned. If her belly had been filled with milk, it would be butter by now.

Satisfied she’d done all she could, Mary applied ointment. Keeping the burn away from the air would ease his pain. Mary laid a pad over the area and then wrapped the hand several times with strips of gauze and tied the ends. Luke reached to help, but Mr. Kelly shot him a warning glare.

Finished, Mary washed her hands then placed an unopened jar of salve, a roll of gauze and a list of instructions in a bag. “Change the dressing once a day. Come back next Tuesday at one o’clock. Come sooner if the area shows any sign of infection, like pus.”

The lines of pain on Mr. Kelly’s face had eased, but from the scowl he wore, his mood hadn’t improved. “How do you expect me to do this by myself—and with one hand, to boot?”

She should’ve realized Mr. Kelly couldn’t change the dressing alone. Luke’s presence had her tied up in as many knots as she’d tied in the bandage. “I’ll stop on my way home from the office,” she said, handing the patient the bag of supplies.

“What I need is a wife.” Mr. Kelly laid the sack in his lap and settled back in his chair, like he planned to stay a while. “Every man needs someone to look after him, make his meals and clean his house. Even the Good Book says so.”

Mary searched the scriptures in her mind but couldn’t come up with that chapter and verse.


“Says so right there in Genesis,” Mr. Kelly said. “Adam needed a helpmate so God made him Eve.” He harrumphed. “You’d think Widow Martin would be glad for the job, but she turned me down flat. Can you imagine—her with a piddling thirty-five acres to her name?”

Perhaps like Mary, Dolly Martin preferred living with fewer material possessions than being tethered to a man. Mary would put her future in medicine. Treatments could be measured, weighed and relied upon. Unlike a man.

Mr. Kelly pointed his bandaged hand at Luke. “Are you married, young man?”

Luke’s brows rose to his hairline. “No.”

“Well then, grab Mary here. She’s easy on the eyes, a good cook and knows her way around this office. Married to her, you’ll fit right in, have a good place to live and a fine nurse if’n you get sick. She comes with kids, but a couple of wads of cotton in your ears should take care of the noise. Works wonders when my old dog gets to snoring.”

Mary wished the floor would open up and swallow her, drop her all the way to China. Farther if that were possible.

Luke’s eyes twinkled. “Ah, I’m not planning on staying in town long, Mr. Kelly.”

“What’s the sense of moving on? God plants your feet somewheres, better keep ’em right there. I’ve kept mine here for nigh on fifty-eight years and been as content as a pig in mud till Betsy died. I’ve got to get me a wife.” He leaned toward Luke. “If you’re smart, you’ll do the same. A wife is a comfort, like a wool coat on a blustery day.”

“I’m not looking for a wife, sir. Or, staying long enough to need a winter coat.”

“I don’t know why I waste my counsel on the young.” With his good hand, Mr. Kelly plucked money from his pocket and shoved the bills at Mary. “Don’t give him a dime of this. You did all the work.” Shaking his head, he pulled himself to his feet with his good hand, and then shuffled out of the room.

Luke grinned. “I can imagine Mr. Kelly’s proposal to the Widow Martin. Can’t see what she’d get out of the deal.”

Laughter bubbled inside Mary and she giggled. “Ah, let’s see. She’d get years of cooking, cleaning and—”

“Being compared to a coat.” Luke chuckled and soon they both howled with mirth.

They stood mere inches apart. Close enough to—

As Luke’s gaze lowered to Mary’s mouth, the laughter died in her throat. Her heart stuttered in her chest. “I can’t imagine why Mr. Kelly said all that,” she said, gazing into the dark, smoldering pools of Luke’s eyes.

“He appreciates a good thing when he sees it.” He lifted a hand toward Mary’s face but then let it drop to his side. “You’re a special woman, Mary Graves, and not for the reasons Mr. Kelly cited.”

“What then?” The question left her lips before she could stop them.

His dimple winked. “Where to begin? You’re intelligent, capable, hardworking, loyal…”

They were alone in the small room, the only sound the ticking of the wall clock and the beating of her heart, pumping so hard he must surely hear it. She looked into the warmth of his cocoa eyes. They tugged her closer, forging a connection that coiled between them.

Then she remembered this man couldn’t be trusted. Might even be a member of Ben’s family. If so, he had the power to remove that little boy from those who loved him. That would be cruel to Ben and break all of their hearts.

She shoved past Luke, heading to the front. A few minutes at the books ought to wipe out those dark, mesmerizing eyes.


But a half hour scrutinizing her father’s accounts didn’t remove Luke Jacobs from her mind. The man had taken root in her brain. She slapped the pages of the book closed and resolved to never let the man near Ben…nor into her heart.

 

Luke slapped the reins on the horse’s rump. The buggy traveled in the wrong direction—New York at Luke’s back, Noblesville up ahead. He and Doc had finished the third house call of the day. Weariness settled over him but also a strong sense of satisfaction.

Early this morning, they’d delivered a dark-haired baby girl, used oil of eucalyptus for a tot’s croup and set a broken leg, ensuring the farmer would regain full use of his limb. Out here in farm country, Luke had quickly grasped the importance of the seasons. If all went well, the injured man could return to work in time for spring planting.

Luke had worked in the practice five days. Yesterday afternoon Carrie Foley had brought Ben to the office. His asthma had flared following a game of tag. Luke saw no sign of epilepsy. But asthma was serious enough. They’d given him a dose of an herbal concoction, easing his symptoms, and then Mary had taken Ben home to rest. Her absence in the office left him relieved and oddly disappointed too.

Watch it, Jacobs. You’re getting too close.

“I can’t tell you what it means to me to have your help, Luke,” Doc said. “I’m starting to lick this awful fatigue.”

Pleased the weariness had disappeared from Henry’s eyes, Luke smiled over at him. “I’m glad.” He didn’t want to belabor the point, but he had to. “You realize I’m leaving.”

“I’d hate to see you go.”

“Well, I’ll stay another week or two.” Long enough to get to know Ben and ensure his asthma got under control. Even if his daughter wanted him gone, he’d stay until Doc could find his replacement. Then Luke could go on his way, free of ties. The way he’d always done.

So why did the prospect of leaving make him feel as if he’d been doused in a bucket of icy water?

Surprisingly, working in this small town gave him gratification that practicing in New York didn’t. These people relied on a strong body to eke out a living from the land. Their ailments weren’t fragments of overactive imaginations, boredom with luxury-filled lives or tension from filling each day with frenzied, meaningless activities.

He bit back a sigh. That wasn’t true. He’d seen a few folks here suffering from those very things. The difference lay with him. A difference he couldn’t understand and didn’t want to examine. Even so, the truth came to him. He was getting close to people. Had found the satisfaction he’d only had working in his lab until now.

He could almost envision a life he’d never had, a life with a wife, a family. But the one woman he found interesting made no secret of her hostility toward him.

Though, when he and Mary found themselves alone, the air fairly sparked with tension. Why not admit it, with attraction. If anything, the pull between them had increased Mary’s determination to keep her distance. He gave a glance at Doc. Maybe her father understood the burr under his daughter’s saddle.

Before he could find the words, Doc turned to him. “However long you’re staying, I’m lucky to have you. You’re a skilled doctor.” He cleared his throat. “Though, I’ve had, ah, a few complaints about your bedside manner.”

“Why? Because I don’t hold their hands when I give them a diagnosis? Or don’t take time to learn the names of the family pets?”


“All you have to do is drop that distant manner of yours, and show our patients you care.”

“If I get too involved with these people, I’ll lose my objectivity.”

“Are you saying I have?”

Luke shook his head. “No, you’re an excellent doctor. You never make emotional judgments. The problem’s with me.” Luke knew his tone and attitude needed an adjustment, but he couldn’t apologize for who he was—a man who didn’t warm up to people easily.

“I’m here, if you want a listening ear,” Doc said.

Luke nodded but remained silent.

“You have the mind of a doctor, the hands of a doctor. Once you connect with our patients, you’ll have the heart of a doctor. Then I’ll be able to turn the practice over to you.”

“That’s generous of you, but my life is back East.” Luke clucked to the horse.

“So you’ve said.”

Luke ignored the underlying message Doc’s words conveyed. That he, Luke Jacobs, didn’t make the decisions about his life. That God did. He hoped Doc was right and God controlled this world. But from the pain and suffering he’d seen, Satan had his way far more than he should.

Turning the buggy onto Tenth Street, he drove south. As they passed homes, then stores along the way, people waved to them. Everyone in town held Doc in high esteem and now they included him in that too. A few called Luke by name. He fought the sense of belonging.

“If you gave yourself half a chance, you might find something here to keep you.” Doc chuckled. “I have eyes, you know. You might be the man to make my daughter happy.”

Luke bit back a laugh. He and Mary might be drawn to one another. But Mary Graves didn’t want a husband any more than he wanted a wife. Still, if he did, this woman was, as Mr. Kelly said, easy on the eyes. She cared intensely about those she loved—

He put away the thought. Mary Graves couldn’t abide him. “From where I stand, making your daughter happy is a mighty tall order.”

“Contrary to your opinion, Mary’s a loving, caring woman.”

Luke had seen that side of her. “I didn’t get off to a good start with her, and I can’t say her attitude toward me has improved.”

Doc glanced over at him. “Mary doesn’t cotton to peddlers.”

“I’ve seen that reaction before but none as vehement as hers.”

“It’s not entirely about your remedy. Not even about you.” Dr. Lawrence shifted his gaze to the road ahead. “Five years ago, Mary’s mother befriended an indigent traveling the country selling his wares. The man got sick. Scarlet fever. Susannah put him up in the same rooms you’re living in and nursed him back to health…only to catch the disease herself.” Doc paused, ran a hand across his mouth like he didn’t want to speak. “He survived and traipsed off without so much as a thank-you, but Susannah didn’t make it.”

The news sliced through Luke with icy clarity. “I’m sorry.”

“Susannah was a remarkable woman. Mary knows as well as I that caring for the sick poses a risk. A risk we take every day. Her distaste for peddlers isn’t logical, but she’s been through a lot.”

The reins hung limp in Luke’s hands. “I’m the last man she’d want in town.”

Doc heaved a sigh. “Might as well tell you the rest. Two years ago, a gun went off in a tavern brawl, killing her husband. She’s not had an easy time.” Doc turned to him. In his eyes, Luke read a fierce protectiveness like a lion guarding his cub. “I hope you’re smart enough to heed this warning, young man—don’t hurt my daughter.”

Tugging gently on the left rein, Luke turned the buggy into the alley behind Doc’s office. The shadow of the carriage house engulfed them, shrouding the buggy in darkness. “I won’t.”

He hadn’t realized how much she’d endured. He’d never do anything to give her one moment of heartache.

Nor would anyone else hurt her. Not as long as he breathed. He stiffened as a weight heavy as a boulder thudded in his gut. To ensure her protection, he’d have to stay, get involved. Something he could not do.

 

Saturday morning, the sound of footsteps raised Mary’s head from her father’s bookkeeping. She looked into sober hazel eyes under creased brows, like the man carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. He removed his hat, revealing an unruly shock of dark brown hair. “I’m Dr. Rodney Brooks, Miss. Dr. Lawrence is expecting me. I’m early for our appointment.”

“Oh, yes, Dr. Brooks. He’s busy at the moment, but I’ll tell him you’re here.”

He gave a gentle smile. “While I wait, if you don’t mind, I’d like to look at his accounts. Get a sense of the size of the practice.”

Mary hesitated. Her father wouldn’t want anyone looking at his books. Still, Dr. Brooks had a right to know what he could expect if he joined the practice. “The information you’re seeking is in this ledger.”

She traded places with him and headed for the backroom, leaving Dr. Brooks at her desk with his nose buried in the tome like a terrier in a mole run.

Her father and Luke sat at the table, poring over a book of herbal concoctions while Luke crushed a mixture with a pestle and mortar.

“It’s amazing how plants aid in our healing. Makes a man appreciate God knew what He was doing when He created them,” her father said.

Luke smiled. “The human body’s ability to heal is more evidence of God’s wisdom.”

Warmth spread through Mary. Luke loved God. She smiled at him and then turned to her father. “Dr. Brooks is here.”

Glancing at his watch, Henry’s brow furrowed. “He’s early.”

“No rush. He doesn’t appear to be in a hurry.” Mary couldn’t have spoken more truthful words.

“Take a look at this, daughter.” Her father pushed the book across the table. Luke had instilled in him a renewed interest in herbal medicine. Fascinated by the potential that could grow right outside his door, Henry spent long hours reading and experimenting with remedies his older patients touted. By the time Mary read the list of ingredients for the medicine they worked on, and their hopes for it, fifteen minutes had passed.

She hurried back to the outer office, relieved to see Dr. Brooks sat across the room, glancing through a magazine. “I’m sorry for the delay. Right this way,” she said, and led him to the backroom.

Henry shook hands with the applicant. “Dr. Brooks, this is Dr. Jacobs.”

“I didn’t realize the practice supported two doctors.”

Luke shook his hand. “I’m only helping out until Dr. Lawrence finds a colleague.”

As the applicant’s grades and behavior met her father’s stiff requirements, Mary watched his face go from mild interest to full attention.


Please, God. Let this be the one.

Then Luke Jacobs could leave.

The prospect of never seeing Luke again twisted in her belly. Well, his leaving might hurt, but if he stayed, he’d cause her more pain.

Her father settled back in his chair. “Do you have any questions for me?”

“Your daughter allowed me to look at your accounts, Dr. Lawrence. I believe I can get the practice on solid financial footing by instituting a policy requiring cash at the time of service.”

Mary stiffened. Many people in this town didn’t have the money to pay. Her gaze darted across the table to her father.

His jaw jutted like an anvil. “How do you propose to do that, young man?”

“It won’t be pleasant at first, but once your patients understand they have to pay up front or be turned away, they’ll—”

“Turned away?” Her father straightened in his chair. “As in refusing treatment?” He met Mary’s gaze, and his censor for her latest attempt to ease his workload banged against her heart.

Luke rose and came around the table toward the applicant. “This town isn’t inhabited by a bunch of freeloaders, as you seem to think. Good, hardworking people live here.”

Her father slapped the table. “And when those people need treatment, I don’t ask to see their bank account. I’m not about to turn over my patients to a doctor who puts money ahead of people.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t practice medicine out of the goodness of my heart. I have debts of my own. How do you handle so many unpaid bills?”

“I don’t do this for the money, Dr. Brooks. I see it as a calling from God.”


“As do I, but it’s also a business. If people knew they had to pay their bills in a timely fashion, they’d find a way. I’m sure of it.”

“I’m too old to change my ways, young man. Too bad medical school don’t teach compassion.”

Dr. Brooks rose. “I won’t waste your time any longer.”

Once the outer door thumped shut after him, her father turned to Mary, his face full of disapproval.

How long would it take to find a decent doctor?

How long could she postpone her dream?

How long could she abide Luke Jacobs’s disturbing presence?






Chapter Seven
 

Mary rose early Sunday morning to fry chicken and prepare coleslaw and green beans with ham for the church potluck. Outside her window, the sun peaked over the horizon, streaking the cloudless sky with pink. She thanked God for Ben’s return to health and for a perfect day for the church fellowship picnic after the service. The elders had canceled Sunday school classes for the occasion. She’d give this week’s lesson next week. One less thing to do.

Humming “Amazing Grace” under her breath, Mary packed the food in her woven picnic basket, setting the cake she’d made last night on top. The song died on her lips. Her father had invited Luke to church. Could he bring heartache to all of them? If so, why did she see those dark eyes and that dimple in her dreams?

She must not forget a handsome face and glib tongue could bring a passel of heartache.

The man’s presence in the office had disturbed her serenity, and she couldn’t restore it no matter how hard she tried. The struggle left her weary.

On edge.

And feeling more alive than she had in years.


A knot formed in her belly. She’d keep her distance, not easy to do working side by side. Surely if Luke came to church today, he wouldn’t share in the meal. But if he did, with everyone milling around, she’d find it difficult to limit his contact with Ben. She sighed. Was she overreacting as Charles had said? Since buying Ben the ball, Luke hadn’t paid unusual attention to her son, but she couldn’t shake the feeling—call it woman’s intuition—that Luke Jacobs had more than a passing interest in Ben.

The clock chimed. Mary gasped then rushed in to wake the boys. Last night, knowing they didn’t have to rise early for Sunday school, Mary had let them stay up past their bedtime playing checkers and eating popcorn. Now they’d overslept. Normally as punctual as her father’s timepiece, they’d be late today.

She hustled all three boys through breakfast and into their go-to-meeting clothes. By the time she led them out the door, her heart thumped in her chest.

Could her reaction be more from the prospect of seeing Luke in services than from her efforts to hurry the children along? Nonsense. He might be a doctor and his remedy might be real medicine, but Luke Jacobs remained a mystery. She’d best remember that.

Alone, the short trek to church wouldn’t take long, but Ben liked to loiter over every bird and insect. Considering the lateness of the hour, she asked Michael to fetch the wagon from the shed. He pulled it up to the front stoop, and Mary tucked Ben and her basket inside.

Philip made a grab for the handle. “I wanna pull the wagon, Mom.”

Michael held it tight. “I’m the oldest. It’s my job.”

“You both can. Now hurry up. We’re late.” Mary waved a hand, then knowing her energetic sons, she added, “Hold on tight, Ben.”


The wagon clattered over the brick, and Ben bounced along, squealing in delight. But inside Mary, tension mounted. She dreaded seeing Luke. Not that the man didn’t have the right to attend church, but was his desire to worship genuine?

Oh, my. She’d just judged someone’s faith. The realization thudded to the bottom of her stomach. Why would she do such a thing? The answer: Luke Jacobs unnerved her in a way she didn’t understand. At the core of her concern lay her inability to trust another man. She’d had confidence in Sam and paid for her naïveté.

Yet in the past few days, working alongside Luke in the office, she’d found herself slipping into a pattern of camaraderie…almost. For a few moments, she forgot her concern about Ben. How easily she could be duped. By compelling charm. A fine-looking face. A stunning smile.

No, never again.

Through the open windows of First Christian Church, voices rose in song. Glancing at the watch on her lapel, Mary released a breath. Only the first song. Near the steps, the boys stopped and Ben crawled out, taking Michael’s hand while Philip parked the wagon.

Leaning close, Mary lifted a silencing finger to her lips, and all three boys, eyes solemn, nodded. Her heart overflowed with love for their innocent faces and sweet natures. She prayed God would take care of her precious children all the days of their lives.

Inside, sunlight streamed through the stained glass windows, bathing the worshippers and walls in a soft, ethereal light. Mary steered the little group toward the back pew. A few rows up, her father turned around and motioned them forward.

When they reached his pew, Luke Jacobs sat on the other side of her father. Her pulse quickened. Even expecting to see him this morning hadn’t prepared her for his welcoming smile.

Her father stepped into the aisle to let them pass, and Luke slid down the pew. Ben scooted in beside Luke, the grin broad on his young face. Philip and Michael plopped down, one on each side of where their grandfather would sit, forcing Mary to take a seat next to Ben, inches away from the height and breadth of Luke’s shoulders, looming above Ben’s head.

“Good morning,” he whispered.

Nodding a greeting, Mary’s eyes met Luke’s. His dark regard rippled through her. The scent of his shaving cream and soap permeated the space between them. Her breath stuttered in her chest. She lowered her eyes, taking in Luke’s boots planted firmly on the floorboards, and then traveled to his knees, jutting within inches of the pew in front of him. With trembling hands, she plucked the songbook from the rack and tried to join in, but the words lodged in her throat.

The power this man had over her evoked the attraction she’d felt for Sam. Tears stung the back of her eyes. Attraction meant nothing.

The song service ended, and Elder Atkins rose to read scripture. “Open your Bibles to the seventh verse of 1 Corinthians 13.” The shuffling of pages and the soft babbling of a baby filled the silence. “Love always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.”

Mary’s heart plunged, weighed down by shame. When she’d married Sam, she had loved him with every part of her being, but that love had not persevered. If it had, she wouldn’t have lost hope the last years of their marriage. Her trust in her husband shriveled and then died. In truth, the last of her ability to trust died with him. Inside her gloves, Mary’s hands went cold. She’d read these scriptures countless times, but today the pain of how much she’d failed Sam tore at her, condemned her.

As if possessing a will of its own, her gaze sought Luke’s and held. He appeared to see inside her, to know her love for her husband had been tested and failed. She had the strongest feeling he understood, perhaps even shared a similar struggle.

No, she must be mistaken. This rogue might, at this very moment, be plotting to rip Ben out of her arms.

With every ounce of resolve she possessed, Mary looked away, turning her attention to Pastor Foley, who made his way to the pulpit. Mary’s thoughts drifted in and out of the sermon.

She struggled to concentrate on what the preacher said. “As Christians, God calls us to service. We’re not to shirk our responsibilities to our church, to our employers, to our spouses, to our children.”

Beside her, Luke shifted in his seat. She glanced furtively at him, her eyes meeting his. In their chocolate depths, she saw profound sadness and something else. Shame? Her breath caught in her throat. Gone was the confident, take-charge peddler. In his place, a man filled with regret.

“It’s only when we do our duty, living in obedience, that we please God. And find peace,” Pastor Foley continued, then removed his spectacles and smiled, his gaze resting on Luke. “Before services, I had the privilege of meeting Luke Jacobs, the new doctor in town. He says he’s not staying long, but I hope we’ll change his mind. For however long he’s here, he’ll be worshipping with us.”

The news churned in Mary’s stomach. He’d join in. Become a bigger part of the town’s life, her life and Ben’s. Parishioners swiveled in Luke’s direction, smiling and eager, as if they couldn’t wait for the privilege of greeting him.

The moment the congregation sang the last note of the closing hymn Mary sprang to her feet. She’d come to church to worship God, to find peace and strength for the week ahead. Instead Luke had destroyed her concentration and composure. His strange reaction earlier only added to her suspicions. Who was this man?

Mary took her son’s hand, but he refused to budge from Luke’s side. Mary had never seen a wider grin on Luke’s face. Did he have a tie to Ben?

Why didn’t she gather her courage and ask him?

What if the answer was one she couldn’t bear to hear?

She shivered. Before she could gather her young charge, members of the congregation swamped their pew, forcing Mary to look on while her father introduced Luke. Her neighbors greeted him warmly. Some praised his medicine. Charles, Laura and all her friends appeared taken by the man.

The feathers on Addie’s hat bobbed back into Mary’s view. “This is fellowship Sunday, Dr. Jacobs. We’re having a carry-in dinner.” Mary shot her a warning, but evidently her sister-in-law didn’t receive the message. “I hope you’ll stay. There’s always plenty of food.”

Luke grinned. “Thank you. Sounds good.”

Geraldine Whitehall rushed over. Her husband trailed behind. “Can’t say we like Doc snatching you away from us,” Geraldine said to Luke. “At least you still take your meals at the café.”

“I wouldn’t miss your cooking, Mrs. Whitehall,” Luke said, then shook her husband’s hand. “Pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Judge and Viola Willowby stopped to give Ben a hug, then greeted Luke. “Sorry we won’t be at the picnic. My wife insists such a long day would tucker me out,” Judge Willowby said. “Glad to have you worshipping with us, Doctor.”

Viola turned to Ben and gave him a kiss. “See you Monday morning, sweetheart.” She took her husband’s arm, and they joined those flowing out of the church.

The aisle cleared enough for Mary to slip out, leaving Ben with Luke. For now. Ahead of her, the boys held their grandfather’s hands, tugging him down the aisle toward the door, eager to get into the sunshine.

“Mary, what’s your hurry?”

She whirled toward Addie’s voice.

“Charles told me he’d had a talk with the new doctor.” Addie’s gaze slid to Luke and Ben still talking near the pew. “But he failed to mention how handsome Dr. Jacobs is.”

“Handsome is as handsome does.”

Adelaide sobered. “You’re suspicious of him just because he gave Ben a ball?”

Mary’s belly twisted. “Yes.”

“Charles is a good judge of character. He takes Luke at his word, though the news the man is a doctor surprised him.”

“Why would he hide that, especially when he’s selling a remedy?”

“Once people get wind someone’s a doctor, they start listing their symptoms and never give the poor man a moment’s peace.”

“I’m afraid there’s more to it than that.”

She and Addie reached the door. Once again, Addie glanced behind her. “Looks like the young ladies of the church are giving Dr. Jacobs a warm welcome.”

Mary turned back. A gaggle of single young women surrounded Luke with Ben still plastered to his side. The girls giggled and batted their lashes like they had kindling stuck in their eyes. Luke’s dimple twinkled. Obviously, he’d charmed them all. Well, they could have him.

“Good,” she said.


Addie laughed. “Your face says otherwise, Mary Lynn Graves.”

While she watched, Luke disentangled Ben and himself from the group of admirers and strolled toward the back of the church. His gaze locked with hers. Something passed between them, something warm and personal, connecting them, almost as if they were alone. Mary looked away.

At the door, Luke shook Pastor Foley’s hand.

“Hope you’re staying for the picnic,” the minister said.

Luke smiled. “I can’t pass up home cooking.”

“You don’t want to miss my daughter’s chocolate sheet cake,” her father said, coming up behind Luke and thumping him on the back. “She’s one of the best cooks in these parts.”

Heat climbed Mary’s neck and flooded into her cheeks. Mercy, she felt like she and her basket were up for auction and her father wheedled to raise the bid.

Taking Ben and the boys along, her father headed toward the men setting up tables on the lawn. Mary strode to the wagon, eager to put distance between her and Luke. But even without looking back, she sensed he followed her.

“Here, let me get that.” He reached around her and lifted the heavy basket with ease.

For a moment his thoughtful gesture softened the wall around her heart, and she smiled but then steeled herself. Luke Jacobs might behave like a gentleman, but he was nothing of the sort. He was overbearing, brash and secretive. A gentleman didn’t hide his profession. What else did he hide?

“First Christian makes an outsider feel right at home,” Luke said.

“Especially the young ladies.” Why had she said that? As if she cared what the man did.

A smile spread across his face. “Jealous?”


“Hardly. This church is made up of decent people, too gullible if you ask me,” she rushed on, determined to cover her mistake.

Luke raised a brow. “Are you saying I’m not to be trusted?”

Trust him? A man with rugged features, a wide stance, power exuding from every pore, the kind that sent her pulse skittering. Why, he was the image of a man her better sense told her to shun. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

He stepped closer until she could see the length of his dark lashes, catch the scent of him, watch his chest rise and fall with each breath. Everything within her reacted, going from flustered to something more.

Her breath caught. What would it be like to be courted by Luke Jacobs? Would he cherish a woman? Make her feel special? Share his thoughts with her?

“Is it this congregation who shouldn’t trust me, or is it you?” he asked, his gaze locking with hers.

Refusing to get lost in the man’s mesmerizing eyes, Mary stepped back. “Well, I…I don’t trust you, either,” she stammered, her heart racing at his audacity and her own unwelcome feelings.

A shadow passed over his features and he turned away. Thinking about Luke Jacobs in the same breath as courting made about as much sense as dumping a cup of salt into a batch of sugar cookies. Both were recipes for disaster.

 

Luke set Mary’s basket on the long table where she’d be sure to find it, then ambled across the lawn, trying to look composed but fighting an urge to run. What just happened between him and Mary? Whatever had changed, Luke wanted no part of it. He had no intention of caring for that spitfire no matter how much she drew him.

Across the way, Charles Graves headed toward Luke, wearing the tranquil smile of a happy family man. After meeting his wife and children this morning, Luke understood the man’s contentment.

Hadn’t Luke gotten lost in Mary’s green eyes and basked in her dazzling smile? For a moment, he hungered for what Charles had. But a woman like Mary expected a man to stay, to put down roots. He wanted that for his son, but he had other plans.

The editor shook Luke’s hand. “I’d like you to meet some of the men.”

Evidently, Charles trusted Luke more than his sister-in-law did. Or had the editor decided to keep an eye on what he saw as an adversary?

They strolled toward a group lounging in the shade of an enormous elm. Within minutes, more names floated in Luke’s head than autumn leaves on the local river.

The talk turned from him to the harvest, then to the local news. One fellow with sandy hair and clear blue eyes discussed the upcoming election with the fervor and earnestness of the young. As he reached a fevered pitch on the race for Congress, a redheaded, gangly, yet attractive gal plucked him away, bringing a chuckle from the group and a flush to the lad’s cheeks.

Luke felt sorry for him yet oddly envious too. Someone cared about this youth enough to brave a wall of men to steal him away.

Charles’s gaze followed the couple. “James is a photographer and budding reporter at The Ledger. Fannie can’t tolerate James being out of her sight.” He gave Luke a wry grin. “Not sure he thanks her for it.”

Experience taught Luke to avoid smothering women who’d steal a man’s energy faster than a hard day’s work. His gaze sought Mary, picking her out easily among the line of women standing guard at the tables, chatting while they swatted at flies. This independent woman didn’t know the meaning of the word smother. She appeared delicate, even dainty. But her fragile appearance disguised a strong will and take-charge nature, in sharp contrast to her easygoing father.

True, she might hover over her sons more than she ought, but she stood on her own two feet. Even if upon occasion, those feet appeared set in concrete…and stomping on his toes.

Luke’s breath caught. He suspected Mary Graves could love a man and love him well.

A call went up. Pastor Foley waved his hands, motioning for people to gather in. Except for the chirping of birds in the trees, quiet settled over the gathering.

“Father God, we thank You for this beautiful Lord’s day, for the food we’re about to partake, for the hands that raised it and the hands that prepared it. Bless our fellowship and each person here. Amen.”

A chorus of amens followed, including Luke’s. He soaked up the love and harmony he felt now and during worship. The parishioners treated him like one of them. He couldn’t explain the feeling, but it warmed him like the sun overhead.

Yet he didn’t belong. Not here. Not in New York. Not anywhere.

Off to the side, Luke watched families loading up their plates, filing together like ducks in a row, sitting on folding chairs and gathering on blankets to eat.

Later, he stood, a drumstick in his hand, the spring breeze lifting at his hair, watching Mary do the same with her father and the boys. One of whom was his son.

Luke’s stomach clenched, the fried chicken suddenly lost its flavor. All he craved sat on the patchwork quilt across the way. The joy in Mary’s eyes, the smiles on Doc, Philip and Michael’s faces, the giggles pouring from Ben in a steady stream—they were a family.

Ben might be his child, but he had no right to him. No sense of what it meant to be part of a loving family.

Sure, he had a family of sorts, but he and his parents lived separate lives. Even when he and Joseph were children, they hadn’t spent time on a blanket with their parents eating plates of fried chicken, sharing a laugh, a story. Like strangers on a ship, the Jacobses shared nothing of consequence. Well, except secrets. Secrets they dared not discuss.

Swallowing, he turned away. He didn’t need any of that. Soon he’d leave, return to New York. He’d get his medicine into production and then return to his lab and salt away money for the hospital he wanted to build, a place where caretakers loved and tended children like Joseph. He’d keep busy and forget this town and these people. But the thought of his old life latched onto his shoulder muscles and tightened.

He felt a tug on his sleeve. “You wanna sit with us?” Ben’s big brown eyes looked up at him, wide and happy. “We got cookies.”

Luke raised his gaze to meet Mary’s across the way. He had no doubt she’d rather see him in another state than on the same blanket, but he found he had a sudden appetite for sweets. “Sure, Ben, cookies sound good.”

When Luke approached, Mary drew in a breath. “Dr. Jacobs,” she said, then avoided looking at him, acting like a high-strung filly about to be broke.

The image brought a smile to his lips. Breaking Mary Graves appeared unlikely, even if he wanted to, which he didn’t. Much. Though the attempt could be mighty interesting.

“Luke wants a cookie,” Ben announced, then plopped down, dragging Luke along. He handed him a cookie the size of a saucer, sprinkled with sugar.

Luke gave Mary a what-can-I-do grin. “Ben thought I looked in need of dessert.”

“He does like to share,” Mary said, plucking at her skirt, ignoring him—or trying to.

“I’m supposed to,” Ben said. “The Bible says so.”

Doc ruffled his hair. “That’s right, son.”

Son. This sweet child was Luke’s son, yet he couldn’t admit the relationship and ruin this boy’s life as that admission surely would.

Mary introduced Michael and Philip. While Luke munched on the treat, they watched his every move. Michael’s green eyes exuded suspicion, looking at him much like his mother often did. Had some kind of sixth sense warned her that Ben was his?

Philip’s gaze lit with curiosity. “Did you help Grandpa fix Homer’s head?”

“Yes. How’s he doing?”

Philip pointed toward the elm. “See him? His head itches, but he’s okay.”

“Glad to hear it.” Strange to be tucked into this circle of family. Yet, nice.

Using the tree trunk to hoist himself up, Doc stood. “Mary, you’re too good a cook.” He patted his stomach. “I ate too much and need a walk. Boys, you want to go along? See if we can catch some frogs down by the river?”

Mary opened her mouth, but the youngsters scrambled to their feet before she had time to formulate an objection. Doc shot them a grin and then headed off, three energetic pairs of legs scampering ahead of him.

Leaving Luke and Mary alone. Doc’s obvious attempt at matchmaking wasn’t lost on Luke. And from the rosy hue now staining Mary’s cheeks, she’d noticed and didn’t approve. They both held people at arm’s length. The insight drew him to her more.

The lonely set of her shoulders got him thinking. “Church gatherings like this must be difficult without your husband.”

A shuttered look passed over her face. “Sam didn’t socialize much,” she said, appearing to pick her words with care.

A deep certainty lodged in Luke’s mind. He wasn’t the only one hiding something. Had Mary carried the weight of her family long before her husband’s untimely death?

Under her wide-brimmed hat, Mary cupped a hand over her eyes to shield them from the bright sun and scanned the lawn. “The boys left without the second cookie I promised them.”

“Your father appeared to be in a hurry for that walk. I suspect he wanted to give us some time alone.”

“I have no idea why.” Mary cleaned the plates, stuffed the last utensil in the basket. “We’ve said all we need to say to each other,” she whispered so softly he strained to hear.

He caught her hand, and his heart went still. Her gaze lifted to his, and he lost himself in the emerald depths. “Did we?” he murmured. “Say it all?” He leaned closer, and she tried to hold back her reaction, to limit it to a flare in her nostrils, a hitch in her breath. Oh, he got to Mary Graves. His pulse quickened. But she also got to him.

“What difference does it make? You say you’re leaving.” Her eyes issued a challenge. “What I don’t understand is why you stay. What’s holding you here?”

Luke leaned back, the words striking him hard in the chest. Why did he stay? He rested his arms on his bent knee, thinking. Ben was a precious child, always smiling and brown as a biscuit from hours playing with Philip and Michael in their big fenced yard. He showed no sign of epilepsy. His asthma appeared under control now. Luke could leave with a clear conscience.

He’d told himself he stayed for Doc, to help him in the practice. What he wouldn’t say to Mary, what he could barely admit to himself, held him in its claws and squeezed. He wasn’t ready to leave his son. But if he stayed, if he cared about Ben…or Mary and her boys, if he got close, he’d regret it. Better to focus on his life’s work, his lab. That’s all he needed. Ben would be all right. And so would he.

“Nothing,” he said, “Nothing more than helping your father until he can get another doctor in the practice.”

But as the words left his mouth, Luke had a strong feeling he’d uttered a lie.






Chapter Eight
 

That evening, Mary put her hand on Philip’s forehead. Not hot. Her son complained of stomachaches with some regularity. Usually a day at home with toast and tea set him right. But this time, he curled into a tight ball, whimpering with pain. Could it be something serious, maybe his appendix?

Another groan.

A wave of apprehension crashed through Mary. She put it aside and struggled for the tone she used to calm anxious patients. “Grandpa will be here soon,” she said, then kissed her son’s cheek.

She’d sent Michael to fetch her father a half hour ago, close to nine-thirty. Where were they?

The front door slammed. Her breathing slowed. Michael had returned with her father. He’d know what to do to ease her son’s pain.

But instead of Henry, Luke Jacobs stood in the doorway of the boys’ room, carrying his black bag, the dark shadow of a day’s growth of beard contouring the planes of his face. A face Mary admired too much. A man she thought of often, too often. Under the scrutiny of those perceptive eyes, Mary’s heart thudded in her chest.


Luke’s gaze darted to Philip lying on the bed, then returned to her. She leapt to her feet, acutely aware that except for the children, the two of them were alone in the house. Other than the male members of her family, no man had stepped foot in this house since Sam’s wake, exactly as Mary wanted it. She swallowed, trying not to show how much his presence overwhelmed her, even as her concern for Philip grew stronger. “Where’s my father?”

The sharpness of her tone, laden with suspicion, didn’t appear to faze Luke. “Doc must be out on a call. When Michael couldn’t find him, he came to the carriage house looking for me,” he said, his voice neutral, calm, almost soothing.

With desperation bordering on panic, Mary wanted her father, not Luke Jacobs. But she laid a palm on her older son’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you, sweetheart, for thinking of Dr. Jacobs.” Even if he’s the last man on earth I trust with your brother. She nudged Michael toward the door. “You need your sleep. I’ve made a bed for you on the floor in Ben’s room.”

Michael’s expression turned stony, obviously unhappy with her dismissal, but one glance from Luke and her son obeyed.

Luke set his medical bag on a nearby chair, then peeled off his coat and tossed it on the back. “What are his symptoms?”

She fully intended to ask him to leave, but then Philip moaned again. If the possibility existed that Luke could help, she couldn’t allow her son to suffer. “His stomach hurts. He doesn’t have a fever and hasn’t vomited,” Mary said, struggling to keep her voice steady, like she would in the office. But this time the patient was her son.

Luke sat on the edge of the bed and rolled Philip to his back. Mary turned up the lamp and then took the position on the opposite side of her son’s bed where she could scrutinize Luke’s every move.

Leaning closer to Philip, Luke ran a hand over her son’s abdomen. “Show me where it hurts.”

Philip grimaced. “In there,” he said in a barely audible voice.

Mary laid a calming hand on her son’s narrow shoulder.

With gentle fingers, Luke pressed on the right side of his stomach, released, then pressed again. “Here?”

Philip shook his head. Mary exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. The pain must not be his appendix. Thank You, God. And thank You for Luke’s tenderness with my son.

Luke moved his hand lower and to the middle. “Here?”

“A little.”

“Here?”

Philip frowned, his eyes filling with tears. “It hurts all over.”

A lump formed in Mary’s throat. Even with Luke Jacobs’s gentle examination, her poor boy must feel like a pincushion. She came around the bed, scooting past Luke, who took up every inch of space in the small room. She retrieved a cloth from the basin on the nightstand, returned to her side of the bed and draped the cool, damp rag on her son’s forehead.

“Has he eaten anything tonight?”

“He ate a good supper.”

“Did you all eat the same food today? Or could Philip have eaten something at the church social that made him sick?”

“The boys ate the same thing I did, and I’m fine.”

Luke nodded. “So, Philip, do you feel well enough to go to school tomorrow?”

“I feel bad. I want to stay home.”

Mary started to assure him he could, when Ben wandered into the room, tears glistening on his cheeks. “I hadda bad dream.”

Eyes filled with compassion, Luke rose, almost as if he planned to comfort Ben. Mary hustled around the bed and knelt on the floor, tugging her son close. “I’m sorry.”

“I was lost and couldn’t find you.”

“It was just a dream. I’m right here.” She massaged his back, waiting for him to quiet and looked up at Luke. His eyes held a kind, even sorrowful, expression. Why did he seem to connect with Ben more than any of their young patients, more than her other boys?

Sniffling, Ben pulled away, rubbing his eyes with fisted hands. Then he spotted Luke. “Did you come to play ball with me?”

Luke chuckled. “Not at this late hour.”

“Dr. Jacobs is here to help Philip.” Mary kissed Ben’s cheek. “It’s almost ten o’clock. You should be asleep.”

“Why is Michael in my room?”

“Philip isn’t feeling well so I asked him to sleep in your room.”

Ben scampered onto the bed before Mary could stop him. He patted Philip’s cheek. “Do you have an ouchy?”

Philip nodded.

“Show it to me.”

Over the boys’ heads, Mary and Luke’s gazes met. Luke grinned, obviously taken with Ben’s innocence.

Mary reached for Ben. “Philip’s stomach hurts, Ben. Inside. He can’t show you. Now let’s get out of Dr. Jacobs’s way.”

Luke ran a palm over Philip’s forehead, then opened his bag and removed his stethoscope. Ben slid away from Mary and dashed to the open bag, peering inside. She caught him and sat at the foot of the bed, holding her squirming son firmly in her lap.


Luke listened to Philip’s chest and then checked his eyes, nose, ears and throat. Did he see or hear anything to explain Philip’s pain?

“I wanna hear.” Ben strained against Mary’s hands, reaching for the stethoscope around Luke’s neck.

“I’m sorry,” Mary said. “I’ll take him back to bed.”

“It’s okay.” Luke motioned Ben over and placed the ear-pieces of the instrument in Ben’s ears, then positioned the bell-shaped chest piece over the young boy’s heart. Ben’s eyes grew wide, his gaze filling with awe.

“That’s the sound of your heart beating. It’s pumping blood all through your body.”

“I hear it!” Ben leaned against Luke’s knee, his face aglow with admiration. “Boom, boom! Boom, boom!” Again, his gaze dropped to the medical bag. He reached inside. Mary snatched back his hand. Ben might get hurt investigating the contents of that little black bag filled with pills, potions and syringes, all sorts of dangerous things for children.

“I wanna see what’s inside.”

“Another time, Ben. Dr. Jacobs can’t take time to answer your questions while he’s examining Philip. Now off to bed.”

Ben’s lips formed a stubborn line. He didn’t budge. Mary stood with her hands on her hips, ready to haul him out if necessary.

Luke rubbed a hand over Ben’s head. “I’ll show you my bag the next time you’re in the office.”

Ben threw his arms around Luke’s waist and gazed up at him adoringly. “I like you.”

A flash of wonder traveled across his Luke’s face. “I like you too, Ben.”

Mary wrapped gentle hands around Ben’s shoulders and pulled him off Luke.


“Will ya come back in the morning?”

Hopefully, by then Philip wouldn’t require a doctor.

“If I’m needed, I will. But right now, you should mind Mary, and go to bed.”

“Okay.” Ben reached for her hand, and she led him to his room.

When she’d told him to go to bed, Ben ignored her, but he had immediately obeyed Luke. She’d noticed the patient yet firm way Luke handled the boys. No longer ill at ease with children, he’d be a better doctor.

Mary tucked Ben into bed and rubbed his back between the shoulder blades. He yawned. The even breathing coming from the pallet on the floor indicated Michael slept. She hustled back to Philip and Luke, who still hadn’t given any hint of his diagnosis.

Luke sat at her son’s bedside, his profile stark in the light from the lamp. Hearing her footsteps on the floorboards, he swung his head toward her and smiled, raising goose bumps on her arms. His gaze locked with hers, and everything fell away, leaving just the two of them. Alone, yet linked in some unexplainable way. Luke’s pupils dilated, his eyes became black pools. A surge of connection shot through Mary, lodging in her heart.

For a moment, time stood still.

But then with a twinge of guilt she remembered her suffering son. Her gaze flew to Philip. His eyelids drooped with sleepiness. A heavy weight fell away. “He looks better,” she said in an unsteady voice.

“He is.” Luke gave her son’s shoulder a pat. “Get some sleep.”

Philip turned on his side. But this time, he didn’t curl into a ball. His limbs looked relaxed. The pain had ebbed. A rush of gratitude to God, who’d answered her prayers, flooded Mary.


She kissed Philip’s forehead, then lowered the lamp, throwing the room in shadow. And wrapping her and Luke in an intimacy that set Mary’s feet hurrying out of the room.

 

Taking one last look at Philip, Luke retrieved his bag and coat, wishing he’d known how to comfort Ben. Instead he’d stood by helplessly and watched Mary tug Ben onto her lap, holding him close until he forgot the nightmare. Naturally his son had turned to the woman who met his needs every day. She’d earned the right to carry the name mother. Father or not, he didn’t deserve the title.

By staying out of his life, he’d do right by Ben.

Following Mary out of the room, Luke caught the faint scent of honeysuckle. Tendrils of her chestnut hair had pulled loose from their moorings and curled around her neck. Even with the no-nonsense set of her shoulders, the hollow at her nape gave her a vulnerable air. Tonight he’d discovered Mary Graves wasn’t as tough as she wanted him to believe.

He followed her down the narrow hall to the kitchen. She glanced back at him, appearing startled by his nearness. What happened to the plain-speaking woman who confronted him at every turn?

She paused near the back door, obviously intending to see him out. “It’s late. If it’s all right, I’ll pay you tomorrow.”

“No payment necessary,” he said.

No “thank-you” for helping her son. No “I’m sorry” for her cold reception earlier. No “where do we go from here?” No answers to the dozens of questions running through Luke’s mind whenever she was near.

“You look tired.” He pulled out a chair from the four around the table and held it for her. “Have a seat.”

A look of annoyance traveled across her face, and she propped a hand on her hip, once again all sass and vinegar. “I hardly need an invitation to sit in my own house.”

Couldn’t he be a gentleman without irritating her?

A sudden, unexplainable urge to kiss her rose inside of him. But kissing her now would be as risky as kissing a peeved porcupine.

She plopped down across from him, almost as if her legs had made the decision and collapsed beneath her. Luke did the wise thing and pulled out a second chair, placing his medical bag on the floor. Sit. Deal with safe subjects like medicine, ignore that looking at Mary Graves softened his stone heart.

“I can’t believe Philip dropped off to sleep. You must have a special touch.”

Bracing himself for her reaction to his next words, he cleared his throat. “While you put Ben to bed, I gave Philip a dose of my medicine.”

Mary’s mouth gaped open, and she leapt to her feet. “Without my permission? Knowing how I feel about that remedy?”

“Would you have granted your consent?” When she didn’t answer, he gave a wry smile. “Ah, Mary, what’ll it take to get you to trust me as a doctor?”

She looked away. “I don’t trust easily. Especially not…” Her gaze swiveled back to his. “What does it matter? You don’t have anything in that little black bag to cure a lack of trust, do you?”

No, he didn’t. If he did, he’d have taken it himself. Maybe then he’d have stayed in one place long enough to grow some moss beneath his feet.

To have a life.

To love a woman like Mary Graves.

Luke shook off the thought. He wasn’t that kind of man and had no intention of staying. He dug inside his bag, took out the remedy and nudged the bottle to Mary. “Give him one half-teaspoon at the first sign of discomfort.”

A desire to refuse paraded across Mary’s face, but then the mother in her relented. She reached for what he offered and sagged back into the chair. “Thank you.”

Two simple words, and yet, knowing the truth he kept from her, they hit Luke with a tidal wave of guilt. He nodded and then looked away, letting his gaze travel the kitchen’s pale apple-green walls and white starched curtains, moving on to a stack of dinner dishes, to the pile of silverware, to a pan soaking on the stove.

Glad this unexpected disarray in tidy Mary’s life served as a distraction from her sweet lips and the endless, empty evening ahead of him, Luke stood, rolling up his sleeves. “Looks like you could use some help.”

Mary stiffened, obviously misconstruing his comment as a criticism of her housekeeping. “I didn’t want to leave Philip’s side long enough to clean up after supper.”

“You’re a good mother. Your children come first, as they should.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere.” Still she smiled, and the beauty of it zinged through him.

“Hmm, too bad,” he said, enjoying her snit. “But maybe lending a hand will. I’m not the helpless bachelor you probably expect. I’ve learned a few things traveling around this great country alone. One of them is to wash my own dishes, and in far less convenient places than this cozy kitchen.”

She arched a brow. “You want to wash dishes?”

“Yes.” Actually, he wanted to kiss her badly right now, but that wasn’t a good idea. Luke crossed to the stove. He picked up the teakettle of hot water, partially filled the first blue washbasin and then filled the rinse basin. “You act surprised. Didn’t your husband—”


“I couldn’t rely on Sam…to help.” She laughed, the sound forced, without a trace of humor. “Most men avoid household chores,” she said, then got busy finding an apron.

True enough, but something about the hard set of Mary’s jaw told him there was more to it than that. Hadn’t her husband valued the treasure of the wife and family under his roof?

Mary took a dipper of cool water and added enough to the dishpan to keep him from burning his hands, then pulled out a cake of soap, swishing it around until suds formed. Retrieving a washcloth from the drawer, she handed it to him, then found a towel for herself. “Well, if you’re determined to help, you can wash. I’ll dry.”

Taking his place at the sink, his long legs brushed against her skirt, the soft rustling the only sound except for the ticking of the clock in the quiet kitchen.

“Excuse me.” Mary took a quick step back, then gathered glasses and silverware, giving him wide berth as she brought them to the sink.

“Thanks,” he said, dipping his hands into the water, swiping at a plate.

She glanced at him. “This is a side of you I never expected to see.”

“And this is a different side of you.” An amiable side, but he kept that to himself. “I’ll never forget the first time I laid eyes on you. The day you tried to run me out of town.” He grinned. “You were hopping mad.”

She laughed. “You reminded me of a gypsy.”

Surprised by her mirth and loving the sound, he chuckled. “Dark and dangerous. I like that image.”

“A dark and dangerous doctor—are you sure that’s good for your reputation?”

“No, but it sounds…” His eyes wandered her face, settling on her mouth. “…kind of…exciting.”


Those rosy lips parted. “Yes, it does.”

Their eyes met, her smile slipped away and in its place, he saw a lonely woman, a human being as lonely as he. He drank her in with his eyes, forgetting the task at hand. Heart pounding in his chest, he remained at the sink, dishes slipping into the depths of the soapy water.

Turning away, she scraped bits of food off the plates, and then stacked them within his reach, alongside the sink. “Seems like I recall someone promising to do my dishes,” she said, her tone a tease.

Smiling, he gave a jaunty salute. “Yes, ma’am.” He washed a dish, scrambling for a topic that would return them to safe ground. Something to stop him from contemplating things he couldn’t have—with a woman who deserved more than he could give. “It’s getting dark earlier,” he said. Fascinating tidbit, Jacobs.

“Winter will be here before I’m ready.”

A picture popped into his mind—he and Mary cuddled in front of a cozy fire, watching the flames. He tamped down the image. With his desire to get his medicine into production, he’d be gone before the first log crackled to life.

“You don’t like the cold?” he said, forcing his thoughts away from such sentimental drivel.

“It’s not the cold as much as the overcast skies, the gloom.” She smiled. “But the boys love snow. They celebrate the first flakes, while I long for spring, for the warmth and the flowers and the sunshine.”

He chuckled. “I love snow too. When I can, I go upstate and ski.”

“I’ve heard of skiing. I can’t imagine speeding downhill on thin strips of wood.” Her hand stilled from drying a dish. “Is it scary?”

“No, it’s exhilarating, especially with a warm fire to come back to.”


“Where do you stay? Are there hotels in the mountains?”

He hesitated. “My family owns a lodge.”

“Imagine,” she said, shaking her head, “two houses.”

Luke’s breath caught. He came from wealth, while this woman and her children lived with far less. Yet he suspected of the two of them that he was the disadvantaged one.

Mary sighed. “Ohio is the farthest from home I’ve ever been. When I was twelve, my parents took me to Cincinnati for a family reunion. I wish we could have traveled more, but my father never felt he could leave the practice. Where else have you been?”

“We spent our winters in St. Augustine, Florida.”

“A warm, sunny spot sounds lovely.” She cocked her head. “Does your family own a house there too?”

Luke scrubbed at food on the plate he held. “Ah, yes.”

She gasped. “Three? I can barely manage one.”

“The staff does all the work.”

“Still, owning three houses amazes me. Your family must be…rich.”

His jaw clenched. “Houses don’t make a home, and money doesn’t buy happiness.”

“With all that wealth, why do you live so…frugally?”

Luke set a glass to drain. “I don’t want my family’s money.”

“Why?”

“I’d rather not go into that.” He rinsed another glass, and she took it from his hand.

“I’m sorry. I’m not usually so nosy.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s only natural to wonder about my life. I know so much more about yours.”

“So tell me more.” She grinned. “But only if you want to, of course.”

“I’m not close to my parents like you are with Doc. Once I was old enough, my parents sent me to boarding school so I missed most winters in St. Augustine. But even when we resided in the same house, my parents didn’t spend time with me or my brother.” Luke forced a chuckle, an obvious lack of humor in his effort. “They found ways to ensure their children didn’t interfere with their lives.”

“But surely your parents loved you.”

“I rarely see my parents. Maybe they did—do—in their own way, love me. But not the total, unreserved love you have for your boys. To my parents, my brother and I were…” He paused, searching for the right words. “…like ornamental roses—great for showing off to their friends, but they left our tending to others.” Once Joseph’s imperfection surfaced, they preferred hiding them away.

“I’m sorry,” she said, laying a hand on his arm, her touch delicate, warm and healing. “How sad your parents didn’t realize children are a gift from God.”

In her eyes, he found acceptance, a woman he’d known for mere weeks, yet a woman like none other. “You were a gift to your father and mother. I’ve seen the love on Doc’s face when he looks at you. I’ve seen that same love in your eyes for your boys.”

Sighing, Mary picked up a plate. “Which explains why it’s been hard to watch Philip suffer.”

He turned to her, looked into her troubled eyes. “How frequent are his stomachaches?”

Wiping the dish, Mary’s hand stilled. “Umm, he complains once or twice a month. Lately, more often.” She hesitated, biting her lip. “As often as once or twice a week.”

At the admission, her brow furrowed. Luke had a crazy urge to kiss away the lines of worry. Instead, he scooped a plate through the rinse water, then put it on the towel to drain. “Any particular days?”

“What kind of a question is that?”


A good doctor asked questions and listened until he got his answers. Luke washed the glasses, waiting.

She grabbed a tumbler, drying the glass until it squeaked. “I hadn’t thought about it before, but I can see a pattern, of sorts.” From her expression, the admission pained her. “His stomachaches occur most often on Sunday…and Thursday nights.”

“And the next day you let him stay home from school?”

Wiping a glass with infinite care, she nodded.

“And you stay home with him?”

Mary shifted on her feet. “Well, yes. He’s only eight. I can’t very well leave him alone.”

Turning from the sink, he studied her profile, choosing his words with care. “Anything different about Mondays or Fridays?”

She tossed the towel on the counter and whipped toward him, hands on hips. “What are you suggesting? That my son is making up his stomachaches?”

“I couldn’t find anything wrong with Philip. He has no exact spot that’s tender. Neither is he vomiting, having diarrhea, nor running a fever. You’ve indicated his appetite is good. He looks like a healthy boy.”

“Philip isn’t a liar.” Her expression dared him to disagree.

Dipping the roasting pan, the last of the dishes, into the rinse water, he set it to drain. “So there’s nothing special about Mondays and Fridays?”

Mary’s shoulders drooped, and she turned away.

“It’s a nice night,” he said. “Want to finish our talk outside?”

She nodded, and then removed a sweater from the hook. In case Ben would awaken and find it, Luke grabbed his medical bag, then shrugged into his jacket and opened the door for Mary. High above them, a myriad of stars twinkled in the crisp night sky.


She tilted her head to study the heavens. “God’s diamonds,” she said, her tone awed.

The beauty of the evening and sharing it with Mary sent a thrill through Luke. “God created all this beauty, such a complex, fascinating, beautiful universe. Makes you wonder what Heaven will be like.”

“I like to think God is up there talking with my loved ones.”

His brother. Mary’s mother and husband. All had passed on to greater things.

Tugging the sweater about her shoulders, Mary kept her gaze riveted on the stars and away from him. “Judge and Viola Willowby are grandparents to Ben. He visits them on Monday and Friday mornings.”

Her statement brought him back to the issue, Philip’s stomachaches. “So, if Philip stayed home from school, he’d have his mother to himself.”

She nodded.

“When did the stomachaches start?”

“Not long after…”

He turned her toward him, bent near, pinning her with his gaze. “After what?”

“After Sam died.”

“I’m sorry about the loss of your husband.” But the words, offered countless times in his years as a doctor, never rung so hollow. When life turned upside down, words wouldn’t right it.

She shivered. “I lost Sam long before that stray bullet took his life.”

Holding her arms tight around herself, waves of sorrow swept across her face, slugging him in the gut. He reached for her hand and pulled her close. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“It’s hard to talk about.” Unshed tears glistened in her eyes and ripped at his composure. She crossed the porch and hugged a post, her face turned to the crescent moon, a slice of silver falling over her delicate features. “My husband was a good man, but he was also a…drunk.”

The last word hung in the air between them.

A good man? Luke thought of all the drunks he’d treated, the giddy ones, the mean ones, the ones who swore they’d never tip that bottle again, yet within the hour, returned to the tavern. He’d bandaged their scrapes, set their broken bones, watched them die, but he’d never thought of the wreckage they left behind.

The wives. The children.

With sudden insight, he now perceived Mary’s sass as strength, her stubbornness, fortitude. All of it born from the necessity. To keep her family together, while the head of that family fell into a well of whiskey.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

“Don’t feel sorry for me.” Her voice was soft, barely audible. “I’m fine. But my boys…”

No matter what she said, Luke knew she’d paid a price. Perhaps was still paying it. His throat clogged, keeping him from offering a word of comfort if he’d known what to say, but he didn’t. So he said nothing, just waited, feeling helpless, ineffectual, his stomach churning in anger at the man who’d given Mary and her sons such pain.

She leaned her forehead against the pillar. “I tried to shield them as much as I could, but sometimes I wonder…how much they knew. How much they saw.”

Luke slipped an arm around Mary, the moon’s sliver of light now on them both. It all fit. “When your husband died, the boys’ world tumbled. Philip is probably worried about it spinning out of control again.”

Luke knew about a childhood like that. Knew about having parents you couldn’t depend on. Knew far too well about lying awake, dreaming of a fairytale existence that would never materialize. “That anxiety might be affecting Philip’s health.”

Fighting tears, Mary blinked hard. “I didn’t realize…”

Her struggle to control her emotions burned at the back of Luke’s eyes. He felt the heavy weight of disappointment she carried. Luke tilted her chin, the words out of his mouth before he could stop them. “Let me help.”

She crooked a smile at him. “Are you planning on doing my dishes every day?”

He chuckled. “No, but you’re carrying a heavy load, both mother and…father to your sons, assisting in the practice. On top of all that, you run a household alone.”

She nodded slowly. “And your point?”

Mary needed to take some time off. Enjoy Ben instead of taking him to a babysitter, not that he didn’t trust Carrie Foley to care for his son. But Mary did too much. “Accept me in the practice, just on a temporary basis. Then you’ll feel comfortable spending less time at the office and more time with the children. Once your father finds another doctor, you can devote yourself to your sons.”

She pulled away from him. “I love my boys with all my being, but I…have dreams of my own.” She took a deep breath. Even in the moonlight, her eyes shone with a glow he hadn’t seen. “I’m not looking for a permanent replacement for my father.”

“I don’t understand.”

She took a deep breath. “I…I want to be a doctor.”

With three sons to rear—the most important purpose a woman could have—Mary wanted to embark on a new career. How could she manage more? “Why?”

“Why does anyone want to be a doctor? To help people.”

“But you have a family. To go to classes, to study, to spend hours following doctors on their hospital rounds, you’ll have even less time with the boys.”

“What you mean is that I can’t handle my life now, so how could I possibly hope to become a doctor without my sons paying the cost?” Her voice rose and her eyes flashed. “Well, you can mind your own business, Luke Jacobs! My sons are happy, healthy, normal children, and I won’t let you imply I don’t know how to raise them.”

One of those sons was his. “I know practically nothing about children, I’ll give you that. But sometimes, a person is too close to a situation to see—”

“To see my own flesh and blood is suffering? I don’t believe things are as dire as you suggest. The boys are doing well in school. They’re smart, full of life—”

“And Philip is exhibiting psychosomatic symptoms.”

She inhaled sharply.

He dreaded her reaction to his next words. “On the walk over tonight, Michael said something that indicated he considers himself the man of the family, a heavy load for a ten-year-old boy.”

She swiped at her eyes. “If you’re trying to hurt me, you can’t.”

Her words licked at his pride. What kind of a man did she believe him to be? “I’m not trying to hurt you. I’m trying to help.”

She laughed—the sound harsh, bitter. “By making me question myself as a mother, question my goal of becoming a doctor? Well, I won’t let you or anyone run my life. It’s been out of my control far too long. You have no right to question my every move, as if I don’t know what’s best for my family. The biggest help you can give me is to keep your opinions to yourself.”

As Ben’s father, he had a right to voice his concerns.

Except he’d never been a father to Ben. He wanted to ensure Ben’s life would go smoothly, without pain, but even if he could arrange that, he couldn’t do it from afar.

Mary moved to the back door of the house and looked into the kitchen, then turned to him. “You may have cleaned up my dishes, but whenever you’re near, all you do is muddy the waters.” She opened the door, glaring back at him. “Don’t tell me how to tidy my life, when I suspect your own is in shambles.”






Chapter Nine
 

Mary slumped over her desk, swallowing against the nausea creeping up her throat, barely able to hold up her head with the horrid pain throbbing in her left eye and thundering at the top of her skull. She thanked God for the overcast day. Bright sunlight would have made the pain unbearable.

Thankfully, Philip felt well enough to attend school. She hated to admit it, but it was most likely due to Luke’s medicine. She’d seen her sons off, dropped Ben at the Foleys’ and then stopped at Mr. Kelly’s to change his dressing, barely managing to function with the headache she’d had when she awakened. But now, the pain reached the point where she couldn’t work, could only hang on.

Last night’s quarrel with Luke Jacobs had to be the cause. While they worked together in her kitchen, she’d imagined for a moment what it would be like to have Luke for a husband. To share daily activities, to cuddle with, dream with—

Then he’d blasted her goal of becoming a doctor, the very profession he practiced, as if her wishes didn’t matter.

What would he know about feeling inadequate and unworthy?


Her stomach knotted. Where had that come from? None of God’s children were unworthy; nor was she. Hadn’t her mother and father demonstrated that truth, giving unreserved love and approval? Years with Sam had chipped away at her confidence. Now Luke made her question her goals.

The outer door opened, and Luke stepped inside the office. He took one look at her and his brow furrowed. With long strides, he swallowed the space between them. “Is it a headache?”

Mary’s heart stuttered in her chest. His tone and expression said she mattered, that he cared. No, she must not misread a doctor’s bedside manner for more. “Yes.”

He dug inside his medical bag and brought out his remedy. Mary wanted to shake her head, but she didn’t dare move, not even that much. Luke opened the bottle, filled the cap and held it out to her. “Drink this.”

At this point, she’d try anything. She tossed back the medicine. He handed her a refill, and she swallowed the second dose. Then he came around the desk, pulled out her chair and helped her to her feet. She staggered, holding her head steady, doing all she could to keep from vomiting on Luke’s boots. Last night he’d deserved such treatment, but now, she wasn’t so sure.

He directed her steps to the backroom and eased her onto the cot and her aching head onto the pillow. Then he covered her with a blanket, and laid a cool cloth on her forehead, his touch gentle, gaze laden with concern. Barely able to wrap her mind around his thoughtfulness, Mary accepted his ministrations with tears in her eyes. When had Sam been home enough to notice her headaches? Crawled out of the bottle long enough to tend to her needs?

“Lie still,” Luke said. “I’ll check on you in a few minutes.”

Biting back a moan, she closed her eyes and gave an almost imperceptible nod, then heard the door close. She lay quietly, breathing in, out, trying to relax, praying for the pain to ease. She’d learned from years of suffering that tightening her muscles made the pain worse.

Sometime later, she opened her eyes. Luke peered down at her. A dark wave of hair tumbled over his forehead but didn’t completely cover the lines etched on his brow. For a know-it-all doctor who should keep his opinions to himself, he looked good. Far too good.

“How do you feel?” he said, his voice tender, considerate.

“Better.” She smiled. “Much better.” A heavy weight lifted from her shoulders. Not merely because the pain had ebbed. But for Luke’s compassion, the care he’d taken with her.

“Good. Rest until you feel strong enough to get up. Don’t rush it,” he said, then left the room.

She drifted back to sleep. When she awoke, the pain had mercifully gone. She eased upright, carefully, like she balanced a book on her head, waiting for the throbbing to return. But felt not a twinge.

Washing her face, she thought of the countless times she’d endured these headaches, remembering the suffering, the nausea, the lost days, and praised God for this new medicine.

Then she went in search of Luke to give him her thanks. After condemning his remedy too many times to count, she hoped the words wouldn’t stick in her throat.

 

Catching sight of Mary, her eyes bright and clear, Luke rocked back on his heels. “Your headache’s gone.”

“Thanks to you.” She drew in a deep breath. “And your medicine.”

She gave him a stunning smile that danced over his defenses and walloped him in the heart. After last night, Luke understood why Mary Graves battled against anyone or anything she felt threatened those she loved. He’d miss this fireball of a woman. His chest ached with the knowledge that the time had come to leave. He’d accomplished what he came for. Ben was in good hands. Luke needed to go.

Well, maybe he’d stay long enough to make sure Ben’s asthma didn’t flare. But as soon as he could, he’d return to New York to start mass-producing his remedy. Only when the public could purchase it from pharmacy shelves would his medicine make a difference, like it had for Mary and Philip.

That should get his finances on an even keel. Then he could start saving for the facility he yearned to build, a safe place for children like Joseph.

“After this, I guess I’ll have to admit the value of your remedy,” she groused. “Even recommend it to our patients.”

Mary didn’t like eating crow, but like it or not, she’d changed her mind about his remedy. He laughed. “Even if the admission has you gagging on the words.”

Merriment danced in her eyes. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to eat my words, Doctor, but a gentleman wouldn’t delight in my comeuppance.”

Luke chuckled again. “I suppose not.”

She laid a hand on his arm. “Others need your medicine as much as Philip and I. You need to make it available everywhere.”

Her approval latched onto Luke, hauling him to her like a well-aimed lariat. But this beast wasn’t ready for branding. Mentally, he dug in his heels. Like Mary said, he had goals, things he had to do. If he didn’t accomplish them, he’d always feel he’d failed Joseph. “You understand the importance of getting my medicine into production?”

“Yes, I do.”


“If so, then give up the idea of becoming a doctor. Your father needs you here.” He took a breath and let it out along with the decision he’d put off too long. “I won’t be staying.”

 

Anger sizzling through her veins, Mary stomped to the backroom, fighting to control her temper. If she didn’t calm herself, her headache would return. She wouldn’t give that…that brute the satisfaction of realizing he’d gotten under her skin.

With quick, jerky motions, she took down and then swept up her hair, poking the hairpins with more force than necessary, seeing Luke Jacobs as their target.

Well, the man wasn’t indispensable. Far from it. One of the applicants for the job would please her father. And Luke would be gone. It couldn’t happen soon enough.

On her way out, she almost plowed into her father. At the sight of his exhausted face, her stomach tightened.

“Luke told me about your headache. How are you feeling, kitten?”

“The pain is gone.”

He smiled. “I’m glad, gladder still my daughter’s stubborn streak didn’t keep her from trying his medicine.”

She wouldn’t discuss Luke or his medicine, especially with fatigue lining his face. “Daddy, you look peaked. Please, go inside and rest.”

“I asked Luke to run to the druggist for antiseptic. We’re out, and the waiting room is full of patients. I can’t leave them to fend for themselves.”

“Until Luke gets back, I’ll handle the patients.”

“You know a lot, Mary, but you’re not a doctor. You can’t treat patients alone.”

Not yet. But assuming she got accepted into medical school, she would be, no matter what Luke Jacobs thought. “If they need urgent treatment, I’ll come in and get you. If not, I’ll do what I can until Luke returns.”

Ignoring her suggestion, her father’s chin thrust in a stubborn line. “Honey, I’m fine. You’re seeing trouble where none exists.”

Her father’s words squeezed her heart. Why couldn’t he credit her with the good sense to detect his need to slow down? “Now who’s the stubborn one in the family?”

Luke strode down the hall, carrying a sack. She thrust her balled fists on her hips, waiting for whatever he had to say, prepared to speak her mind. But Luke merely glanced at her. His gaze moved to her father, rested there. Taking Henry by the arm, he led him out of earshot and said something in hushed tones. Her father nodded, and Luke escorted him to his quarters.

Mary’s jaw dropped. True, Luke had the credentials of a doctor, but the evidence that her father listened to him, while ignoring her, the one who loved him most, clawed at her.

In minutes, Luke returned. “You can bring in the next patient, Mary.”

She shot him a glare. “Since you have such a way with people, do it yourself.”

Cocking his head, he frowned. “I thought you’d be pleased I got your father to lie down.”

“Why would you think I’m not?”

“Must be that steam pouring out of your ears.”

Some force, some attraction held Mary motionless under his gaze, and she resisted it with all her might. This man thwarted her dreams, made her question her mothering, like he knew the first thing about children.

But he did have influence with her father, normally a man not easily swayed. “What did you say to get him to rest?”

“I suggested that in his fatigued condition he could make a mistake.” Luke crossed to the door and called in the next patient.

Luke Jacobs had come into their lives and managed to take over this office, replacing her, or so she felt, in her father’s affections. Ben was clearly smitten with him. Even Philip had softened toward Luke. Only Michael stood against him, determined to resist any man he saw as usurping his father’s role. At least one of her sons showed better sense. Mary followed Luke into the examining room, determined to stay as far away from him as she could.

Later, with the waiting room empty for a moment, Luke appeared, leaning his palms on the desk. “What’s wrong?”

The starch left her spine. God couldn’t be happy with her attitude. Luke had said what needed saying, and her father had the wisdom to take his advice. “Nothing. The problem is me.”

A patient entered, and Luke ushered him to the examining room, leaving Mary alone with her regrets. She prayed the next applicant for her father’s practice would be Luke Jacobs’s replacement. He made her question too much. Long for something she couldn’t name. Saturday couldn’t arrive soon enough to suit her.

Mary hurried to the examining room to clear away the disarray from the last patient.

“Anyone back there?” a familiar voice sounding much like Geraldine Whitehall’s called from the waiting area, her tone more panicky than usual.

Mary hurried to the front, almost bumping into the café owner, her hand wrapped in a towel mottled with blood. “Nearly cut my finger off,” she said, her voice shaking like a reed in the wind. “Where’s Doc? Oh, my!”

Luke appeared and took Geraldine on back. In the surgery, he handed Mary an enameled basin. She quickly filled the pan with water. Within minutes, Luke had cleansed the wound then stopped the bleeding enough so he could scrutinize her finger. “It’s not as bad as all that blood made it appear.”

Head turned away from the proceedings, Geraldine glanced at Luke. “Nothing missing?”

“Not a thing.”

She released a gust of air. “Whew, that’s a relief. I didn’t look close. Half scared a piece of my finger might have flown into Mr. Kelly’s soup.”

“I’m happy for you and for Mr. Kelly,” Luke said with a chuckle.

“Heavenly days, that would be cannibalism, wouldn’t it? Why, a person could go to jail.”

“Well, I’ve checked it over good and it’s intact. I’ll wrap it up tight. If you can coddle the cut for a few days, you won’t need stitches.”

“Is that right? Well, good. It’s my fault. I should know better than to whack at a side of beef while watching fish fry.” She sighed. “Fannie can help. She’s not much of a cook, but surely for a couple days she won’t run off my customers.” She pursed her lips. “I didn’t see Doc.”

“He’s lying down.”

“Poor man hasn’t caught something from one of his patients, has he? Should you check on him? He could be sick, feverish, too weak—”

Luke held up a hand, silencing Geraldine’s run to the grave. “Doc’s fine.”

“Well, if he’s not, I’ve seen that we can trust God to have a remedy for every ache and every pain. All we have to do is come to this office to find it.”

A puzzled expression on his face, Luke looked at Mary with a question in his eyes. She wished Geraldine’s words were true, not only for medicine but also for affairs of the heart. But in this office, no such remedy existed.


Geraldine paid her bill and left. The afternoon passed quickly. Before Mary left for the day, she wanted to reassure herself of her father’s well-being. She found him sitting on the couch putting on his shoes. Above his head hung the Currier and Ives winter scene, her favorite picture in the house. A stack of books sat at his feet, the crocheted afghan her mother made had fallen to the floor. Mary picked it up and laid it over the sofa’s arm.

Her father patted the cushion beside him. “Have you got a minute? We need to talk.” Mary sat, and he took her hand, his eyes soft and caring. “I can see how worried you’ve been about me. While I rested, I realized what needed saying.”

Mary’s heart tumbled. “You’re scaring me, Daddy.”

“Nothing is wrong. I’m getting older, that’s all. I can’t do what I once did.” He chuckled. “I’m none too happy about admitting it either.” He sobered and gave her hand a squeeze. “But fact is, one day I’m going to die.”

Tears sprang into her eyes. “Is it your heart?”

“Kitten, I feel fine.” He touched her cheek. “It might not be for years and years, but you’re going to lose me, hopefully as a very old man.”

Tears filled her eyes. “I don’t know what I’ll do without you, Daddy.”

“You’ll be fine. Because you’ll know that though my life here is over, I’ll have a better existence. I don’t want you to fear that. I want you to celebrate it.” He lifted her chin. “Promise me.”

Tears clogged Mary’s throat. “I’ll try.”

“You remember how much your mother loved the Lord, wanted to be His hands on earth. I know you worried about Sam, about his salvation. He had his problems and wasn’t a churchgoing man, but he claimed Jesus as his Savior. I believe Sam’s in Heaven with your mother, but that decision is God’s, not mine.”


Sam had believed, but his faith hadn’t kept him out of the saloons. Still, he’d regretted his failing and the pain he caused her. Nor had her own faith kept her from fearing what the future held. She sighed. No such thing as a perfect faith existed, but if it did, her father and mother possessed it.

“You and I must accept their loss and find our own peace about their deaths. And when we do, we’ll sleep better, be happier and ready to love the way God created us to love.”

For once Mary didn’t see her mother’s disease-ravaged body. Instead she thought of the happy times they’d shared. But, wait, her father had spoken of love. “Are you like Mr. Kelly…looking for a wife?”

“No one could take your mother’s place. Besides, it wouldn’t be fair to ask another woman to live around my schedule. But you’re young, Mary girl. I want you to find happiness so when I’m gone you’ll have a husband to love, someone to love you.”

“I have the boys.”

“Yes, but time moves quickly. Before you know it, they’ll have their own lives.”

“You tell me not to worry, well, don’t worry about me, Daddy. I’m happy. Really. I don’t want another husband.” Perhaps the time had come to share her dream with her father. A shiver of excitement mounted her spine. “I want to do things. Accomplish things. Make you proud. Make me proud of myself.”

“I couldn’t be prouder of the woman you are.” She started to speak, to share her goal to become a doctor when her father held up a hand. “Just know all men aren’t like Sam. Look at his brother. Charles grew up in the same house, suffered the same abuse at his father’s hand and he’s a wonderful husband. He traveled a rough road to get there, but I’m sure he’d tell you every step was worth what he gained. Don’t run from life. Follow his lead. Love isn’t without pain and disappointments, but love is always worth the risk.”

Mary kissed her father’s cheek. “I’ll remember.”

Why had her father given her this talk now? Did he believe Luke cared about her? Hardly. Well, she had a dream of her own and that didn’t include a husband.

“I’ve got to pick up Ben.” She squeezed his hand. “All I need is my children and you.”

 

Heading to the parsonage, Mary relived her day, a draining day full of pain and emotion, and looked forward to spending time with her sons. She retrieved Ben at the Foleys’, and they cuddled on the sofa, waiting for Philip and Michael.

“Mary,” Ben said, peering up at her. “Are you my mother?”

She kissed his forehead. “Yes, I am.”

“So…can I call you mom?”

“Nothing would make me happier.” Mary cupped his cheeks with her palms. “And I will call you son.”

He giggled, his eyes shining.

Michael and Philip tromped in. She fed them all a snack of cookies and milk, then followed them out into the afternoon sunshine. Ben carried his new ball, his favorite possession.

In the distance, a figure loped toward them down Sixth Street. He waved, and Mary’s breath caught. Luke Jacobs. What did he want?

As he neared their yard, the boys raced to greet him. Luke laid a gentle hand on Ben’s shoulder. The boy beamed with delight. “Mind if I toss a few balls with them?” he said, his gaze resting on her.

He appeared to enjoy all three boys. She no longer believed Luke had a special interest in Ben. If he did, he’d have made that apparent by now. His thoughtfulness toward her sons touched her, softening the sharp edges of her resolve, and leaving her open-mouthed, standing on shifting ground. Sam never supported her parenting. He’d never shouldered the responsibilities of a father. Every time she thought she knew Luke, she saw another facet of his character.

Mary opened the gate. Luke tickled Ben’s tummy then scooped him up, dangling the boy’s legs over his head before settling him on his shoulders, then trotting into the yard. “How’s the view from up there, Ben?”

“Great!” the little boy crowed, holding on to Luke’s thick hair like a saddle horn. “I can see the church’s tower!”

Michael and Philip, their eyes full of longing to do the same, giggled. Obviously a man could give her sons something that didn’t come naturally to her. Boys loved to roughhouse, to be tossed in the air, to ride on a man’s broad shoulders and get a bird’s-eye look at their world.

She remembered at the cemetery Philip had asked her for a dad. The boys needed a man in their lives. Not a grandfather, but a father, young and strong, full of adventure. No matter what she did, no matter how hard she tried, she’d never fill that void in the boys’ lives.

Her throat clogged. And neither had Sam.

For a second Mary envisioned a future with Luke. A future she’d never shared with Sam. Realization leapt through her, scaling the walls she’d erected around her heart, weakening her resolve to spend the rest of her life alone. She could get used to this, could care about this man. She envisioned having him to lean on, to share not only the burdens but also the high spirits of her sons. To be a family.

The image evaporated in the clarity of reason. Luke Jacobs would leave. He had goals that didn’t include her or her sons. Why wouldn’t he be done with it and go, instead of bringing something into their lives that wouldn’t last? Something out of reach they couldn’t seize. Something they’d all miss when he left.

At the thought, Mary’s breath caught in her lungs. Had her life already become so entangled with Luke’s that she couldn’t imagine life without him?






Chapter Ten
 

Fishing poles, some worms and Grandpa would fill the void in her sons’ lives. At least that’s what Mary prayed when her father had suggested the idea of some fishing after work this afternoon.

Mary hefted the basket of wet clothes and climbed to the bright patch of clear sky at the top of the cellar steps. She and the boys could indeed make do with the family they had. Hitching the basket on one hip, she tugged her bonnet onto her head, shading her eyes from the glare of the sun. If only she could protect her heart from Luke Jacobs as easily.

Across the way, Ben kicked his ball, waiting for Philip and Michael to get home from school. She smiled, happy to see him having fun. Ben was hers and always would be. Philip and Michael trotted into the backyard, calling to her. Arms stretched wide and shouting with joy, Ben raced to meet them.

Mary tugged Philip and Michael close, listening as they chatted about their day.

“Guess what?” she said, unable to resist sharing the news.

“What?” three voices asked in unison.


“Later this afternoon, if Grandpa doesn’t have any emergencies, he’s taking you fishing.” The boys danced with excitement at the prospect.

Philip tugged at her sleeve. “We need to find worms. Lots of worms!”

She tousled Philip’s hair. “You know where the trowel is.”

Philip sped to the shed, and in a few moments, all three of them had a muddy clump of squirming worms in a can.

With the laundry blowing in the breeze, Mary returned the basket to the cellar. Overhead she heard the clamor of excited young voices. When she reached the yard, her father carried poles and a tackle box, as surrounded as three boys could make him.

Luke stood off to the side of the little group. Sunlight glinted off his hair, kissing his features. Mary’s heart stopped, started again, her pulse skittering as crazily as the laundry flapping in the breeze. “Luke. What a surprise.”

He grinned. “I’m playing hooky—with the boss’s permission.”

Her father put a hand on Luke’s shoulder. “I told Luke we all deserved an afternoon off. I left a sign on the door, in case of an emergency.”

“Or in case Mrs. Whitehall suddenly catches something highly contagious,” Luke added, straight-faced, with eyes twinkling.

Her father chuckled. “We’re here to take you and the boys fishing.”

“Me? Oh, I can’t. I have signs to make for the pie social and a stack of mending to do. And I promised Lizzie Augsburger I’d—”

Luke took a step forward, and in an instant, she lost her words.

“Take the afternoon off, and come have fun with us.” He grinned. “Doctor’s orders.”


“If you need a second opinion, daughter,” her father added, “I have the same prescription.”

Ben beamed. “We’ve got worms! I helped put them in the can.”

“Show me,” her father said.

The boys raced off with their grandfather trailing after them, leaving Luke and Mary alone. The prospect of spending time with Luke, of getting to know him even more, made Mary’s stomach lurch. He was becoming too real, too much of a man she could care about.

“I shouldn’t go,” she said, trying her best to resist. “Once these clothes finish drying, I’ll have a pile of ironing to do.”

He leaned close, trapping the oxygen in her lungs. “You need to have some fun. The work will wait.”

“Easy for you to say. The work won’t get done if I don’t do it.”

He gave her an impish grin. “I’ll help.”

“With ironing?” She laughed. “That I’d have to see.”

“Maybe not ironing, but I could cut your grass, rake the leaves.” His gaze traveled to the back of her house. “Paint the eaves before winter hits.”

She could barely comprehend the idea of this man taking on some of the load. He was behaving like a husband. The husband she’d never really had. As much as she wanted to trust in the image, she knew better. Knew it was as fleeting as a cloudless sky on a summer day.

“There’s more to life than work, Mary.” He lifted a hand to her face, touching her jaw. “Much more. Time passes in a blink. Don’t miss these little moments with your sons.”

She looked toward her boys to escape the mesmerizing warmth of Luke’s eyes. He was right. She should spend more time having fun with them. If Luke joined in for now, so be it. “How can I resist when I have five handsome males asking me to spend the afternoon with slimy worms and stinking fish?”

Luke laughed. “If I’d known a few fish would win you over, I’d have thrown you a bass that very first day.”

All too aware of the pull between them, even at that first meeting, her pulse quickened. She had to put some distance between them. “Fishing makes people hungry. I’ll fix sandwiches.”

Inside her kitchen, she whipped up egg salad from the dozen eggs she’d boiled that morning, and then spread the mixture between thick slices of bread. She added pears, cookies and a jug of white grape juice, the only kind that didn’t stain her boys’ clothes.

As she worked, she thought about Luke. He’d allowed her a brief glimpse into his past. His parents had rejected him as a child. Could she really blame Luke for having grown up with his defenses in place? Could he let those defenses down? That remained the unanswerable question.

Tucking the food in the basket, a small flutter of pleasure traveled through her. To take care of a man, a man who wasn’t a member of her family, a man with no one to look after him, filled her with contentment. At the prospect of spending an afternoon with this vital, thoughtful man, her stomach tumbled.

She shook her daydreams loose. She’d been down this path before, and the man had let her down. Best not make much of a simple outing. She grabbed her shawl, her wide-brimmed hat, one of Addie’s creations, then the basket, and hustled outside. The men loaded the blanket, fishing equipment and picnic basket into the wagon and they headed off. Ben sat on the blanket surrounded by all the gear, holding onto the poles with all his might, his chest puffing with pride at the importance of his job. Allowing Luke to pull it, Michael and Philip led the way, skipping ahead then running back to their grandfather, urging them all to hurry. Mary walked alongside, keeping a watchful eye on Ben and purposely lagging a step behind Luke.

Mary waved at the neighbors on the porches they passed, most giving the group second glances. A prickle of uneasiness traveled through her. This town loved to imagine romance where none existed. Even with her father along, people probably were speculating about her and the new doctor.

She glanced at Luke, took in his long stride, firm grip on the handle, his take-charge demeanor. He looked over his shoulder at her and grinned. Her breath caught, and she ducked her head like a schoolgirl, instead of the matron she was.

They reached White River and then unloaded the wagon. The children wanted to wet a line, but Mary insisted they eat first.

“Luke claims to be one of the best fishermen in the country. I told him we’d have ourselves a little contest. See who the best really is,” her father said, helping lay out the blanket.

More and more Luke Jacobs was becoming part of their lives. Tears stung the backs of her eyes. When he left, he’d break Ben’s heart. Or hers.

She’d enjoy today and remind herself it meant absolutely nothing. “My father is known as the top fisherman in these parts.”

The boys devoured their sandwiches. Between mouthfuls, they boasted about how many fish they’d catch. After they’d eaten, her father took them to the bank.

Finishing the last bite of his sandwich, Luke licked his lips, and the sight of his tongue capturing a crumb coiled in her stomach. “I’ve never had egg salad before.”


All too aware of Luke’s every move, she barely ate a bite of food. “Egg salad isn’t on the menu in New York?”

He chuckled. “Well, probably, but not in my family. It was delicious. Thank you, Mary.” Their gazes met, held for a moment, then he got to his feet. “I’d better give Doc a hand.”

Even with Luke only a short distance away, Mary missed his presence; she felt aimless, as if she didn’t know what to do. She chided herself. As always, she had a mess to clean up. When she’d finished stowing the litter, Mary strolled to where Luke showed Ben how to hold his pole. Nearby her father helped Michael and Philip bait their hooks.

Soon the men settled on their haunches waiting for a strike. Mary couldn’t help but smile at the earnest expressions on their faces. They saw catching a fish as important, even crucial.

Philip’s red-and-white bobber dipped. “A fish!” The bobber moved across the water. “He’s getting away!”

“He doesn’t have a chance with you managing the line,” Luke said, helping Philip pull up on the pole, setting the hook, then cranking in the catch, a wiggling bass six inches long.

Dropping his pole, Ben leapt from his spot on the bank and trotted over to watch, her father following close behind. “Wow!” Ben said, lifting a tentative finger toward the flopping fish, gathering the courage to touch its scales.

Luke removed the hook from its mouth just as Michael’s bobber disappeared beneath the surface of the water. “I got one!” Michael shouted.

Mary hurried to her older son’s side, watched him handle the pole like an expert and bring in his catch, crowing with delight at the size of the bluegill dangling from the hook.


Luke laid a hand on Michael’s shoulder. “Great work.”

Michael looked at Luke, his face glowing. “Thanks!”

Like he’d gotten too close to a flame, Luke took a step back, but Philip tugged on his sleeve. “Grandpa says blue-gills are good eating.”

Across the way, Ben’s lower lip quivered. “I didn’t catch nothin’.”

Luke knelt in front of her son. “Fishing takes patience.” Then he pointed to Ben’s pole snaking across the bank. “Better hurry before whatever’s on the end of your line takes your pole under.”

Ben’s short legs wouldn’t get him there in time.

Luke made a lunge for the pole. Amid shrieks of excitement and encouragement, Ben caught his first fish. The little boy’s face lit with satisfaction while Luke removed the hook and helped tuck the bass into the wire basket tethered at the water’s edge. Soon her father and Philip added another fish. Within minutes, her sons caught five more.

Watching Luke interact with the boys, Mary’s resistance to the man crumbled. He treated her sons like a father would. They, in turn, soaked up Luke’s attention like parched ground after a long drought. Even Michael appeared to warm up to Luke. For once, her father could take the role of grandfather.

Eyes glistening at the sight of the boys’ joy-filled faces, Mary crossed to the blanket. If only Sam had gone fishing with the boys, but on Saturdays, he’d barely managed the heaviest chores before heading to the saloon. Sundays, he slept it off, often still in bed when she and the boys returned from church. He’d had no interest in fishing or baseball or any of the activities his children enjoyed. Sam had failed her, but more importantly, he’d failed his sons.

But here on the bank of White River, they’d found a man who cared, if only for an afternoon, about what lay on the end of their lines.

What if her sons relied on this? How could she protect them without denying them a few hours of fun?

Luke rose and said something to her father, then dipped his hands in the water. Wiping his palms on his jeans, he joined her on the blanket, grabbing an apple from her basket. Then he leaned against the tree, his face relaxed, contented. “I haven’t had this much fun in ages.”

For a man who didn’t know children and occasionally looked out of his depth, Luke had a great way with the boys. But she must remember all this was temporary.

Good with children or not, she didn’t know much about Luke, not really.

In too many ways, Luke Jacobs remained a mystery. For a practical woman like Mary, that made him a risk, a risk she could not take.

 

Settling against the rough bark of the hickory tree, Luke stretched out his legs, his bones like butter softening in the sun. He took a bite of the shiny red apple, releasing sweet juice that ran down the side of his hand. When had he felt this relaxed?

Even Mary looked at ease. She had removed her straw hat, revealing her glossy thick hair, pulled back at the nape. One luxurious strand curled at her jaw. He had an urge to wind the tendril around his finger, to lean close and pull her to him. But her father and sons sat on the bank, a few feet away. Still, they weren’t paying attention. Maybe…

She raised her gaze to his. As if she read his thoughts—or dare he hope, shared them—color dusted her cheeks.

He smiled. “You’re lovely, Mary.”

Brows arching in surprise, she smiled, and the pure joy in it knocked against his heart. Hadn’t her husband told her she was pretty? After that reaction, he’d make a point of complimenting her more.

“Thank you.” She glanced at the group on the bank. “And thank you for making time for the boys. You’re good with them.”

“Yes, well, fishing on a warm fall evening—doesn’t get much better than this.”

“I think you enjoy more than the fishing.” She appeared to look inside him, to see into the innermost part of his being. “I think you enjoy the boys, too, even if they chatter like magpies.”

He glanced away. He treasured time with all of them, but especially with his son, more than he wanted to admit, but he merely shrugged. “They’re nice boys.”

The spark in her eyes dimmed. His attempt to look indifferent hurt her. But he didn’t want to mislead Mary about his intentions toward her and the children. Didn’t want to make her suspicious if he appeared to care too much. Why didn’t he just tell her he was Ben’s father?

After keeping silent for weeks, Mary would never forgive him for not telling her. Her anger would either force him into leaving town or into demanding his son. He couldn’t bear to wound her or the boys. He’d not done right by Lucy. He wasn’t worthy to rear a child. But even if he were, he had no idea how to be a parent.

A thick silence fell between them. With his free hand, Luke fiddled with a blade of grass growing alongside the tree, while Mary kept her back to him, tucking the remains of their picnic in her basket. The sun lowered in the sky. Soon they’d have to head back. Something he didn’t want to do. Not yet. “Do you want to take a walk before it gets dark?”


Mary wrapped her shawl around her. “Yes, that sounds nice.”

Luke gave her a hand up, calling to Doc to make sure he could handle the boys’ lines.

Doc waved them on their way. “You two run along. We’ll be fine.”

Strolling along the bank, Luke watched fallen leaves tumble along in the water, splashing against an occasional rock—small sailboats plucked from the trees, now heading to an unknown destination. Much like him.

He must regain control of his life, not continue to let circumstances chart his course. Instead, he’d focus on getting a sanatorium built. Make amends for Joseph’s suffering. Even for Lucy’s. The responsibility for her death weighed him down, as if he’d killed her himself.

His gaze settled on Mary strolling beside him, a woman with the ability to alter his plans.

But, if she somehow did, he’d disappoint her. Insight slugged him in the gut. Mary wouldn’t want him. Their relationship didn’t have a chance. So why did he yearn to spend every minute with her? With her and the boys?

He snagged a flat, gray rock lying in their path. With every ounce of frustration inside him, he flung it toward the creek. The stone skipped three times, then disappeared beneath the surface.

Mary searched the ground, found a rock and lobbed it through the air. It danced across the river—skipping four times—before it sank. She turned to him with a triumphant smile.

He chuckled, terribly pleased for some odd reason. “You’re a woman of many talents, Mary.”

She smiled, giving a saucy toss of her head. She was a beautiful woman, all goodness and light, a total departure from what he’d known growing up.


Without thinking, he tugged her to him, tipping her chin with his hand until she looked into his eyes. Hers went wide. “May I kiss you?” he said, his voice gruff.

She didn’t answer, and he held his breath, waiting. Then, she rose on her toes and encircled his neck with her arms, offering her lips to his. He lowered his head and kissed her tenderly with all the pent-up loneliness of his life. A sigh escaped her, and he hugged her closer, every cold crevice inside him filling with warmth.

He cared about this woman so much it scared him. Gently, he set her from him and ran his fingertips over her lips, giving her a crooked grin. “After that, I’ll be sure to always ask.”

She cocked her head at him. “I may not always give the same answer.” But her smile belied her statement. Or so he hoped.

Arm in arm, they walked on, stopping near a gnarled old tree, its limbs reaching toward the river. Sunlight threw the tree’s shadow onto a large rock projecting from the bank. Mary skittered down the slope and took a seat, scooting to the side to make room for Luke.

He sat beside her. “You’re a wonderful woman, Mary. A gift to all who know you, exactly as your father sees you.”

Averting her eyes, Mary studied her hands. Overhead, birds congregated, gathering in the trees, preparing to migrate, their rowdy calls breaking the stillness. “My parents saw me as a gift because…I was one—literally.” She smoothed the fringe on her shawl, taking her time, and then met his gaze. “As a newborn baby, someone left me in a basket on their doorstep.”

The news thudded into Luke’s stomach. Joseph, Mary, Ben—all throwaway children. In some ways he was too. And he’d done that very thing to his own child. The weight of his past hung on him like a millstone.


Moving closer, he reached for her hand and took it in his, pleased she didn’t pull away. Enjoying its smallness, the calluses on her palms, evidence of how hard she worked. He wanted to ease the burdens she carried, to ease the pain of her admission, which was easy to read on her face.

“I’ll always be grateful to my parents for taking me in when my biological mother didn’t want me,” she went on. “I’m thankful for their love, for everything they gave me. But…” Her bottle green eyes filled, glistening with unshed tears, ripping at Luke’s reserve. “It’s late. We’d better get back.”

Luke couldn’t let her leave, not like this. “Don’t go. Not yet. Talk to me.”

She hesitated, clearly torn about revealing her thoughts. He kept holding her hand, kept holding her gaze. Finally, she released a long, shuddering breath. “Deep down inside, in a place I’m not proud of, can barely admit exists, it hurts I was a throwaway baby.” Mary turned toward the river. Near its edge a bottle floated on the current. Just ahead, trapped by a submerged log, an old boot and rusty can bobbed in the water lapping against the bank. She gestured toward the litter. “Someone’s trash.”

A lump clogged Luke’s throat, closing off his air. Trash. Joseph. Memories still haunted his dreams. That this amazing woman saw herself as rubbish wrenched his heart. “Ah, Mary.” He squeezed her hand. “You’re not trash.”

Emotions paraded across her face, and Luke understood something she might not. No matter what she’d said, Mary Graves did not see herself as a gift.

Using her free hand, she swiped at her eyes. “It’s easy to hear those words but not so easy to believe them when those who are supposed to love you the most don’t want you.”


Swallowing hard, Luke thought of his parents. Of how they’d shuffled him off to one boarding school after another. How they’d rid themselves of the embarrassment of Joseph. And now he’d done the same to Ben, even before his birth. Would Ben think of himself as garbage one day? Because of him? The prospect hit him like an uppercut to the gut.

“Some people weren’t meant to have children,” he said quietly.

“Of course you understand. I’m sorry any child has to feel that way. All children deserve love.” Mary gave him a wobbly smile. “But you and I have God, and that’s enough to tell us we’re accepted and loved, no matter what.”

Mary wouldn’t think much of his faith if he admitted he was Ben’s father. What kind of a Christian lived a lie? Yet he couldn’t bear to dim that light in her eyes, to see her attitude toward him change. Ben had a good life with Mary. He wouldn’t do anything to destroy that.

“I’ve never told that to anyone,” Mary said with a whoosh of breath. “I’ve never admitted aloud that my wonderful parents, who gave me all their love and everything they had, couldn’t remove my feelings of rejection. When a person aches to confront someone, not to try to fit together the pieces of the puzzle, but to lash out, to shout that no reason on earth justifies tossing away their daughter—” Her voice broke. “That desire is ugly, unworthy of a child of God. I’m grateful He forgives me even for that.”

Tears spilled down Mary’s cheeks. Leaning forward, he brushed them away with both thumbs. “Whether you believe it or not, Mary, you’re as beautiful inside as you are out.”

“If so, it’s only because I’m forgiven.” Through her tears, Mary brightened. “I believe God had His hand on my life from the beginning.” She gave a wobbly smile. “God has a plan for us all, even babies in baskets.”


Tears stung the backs of Luke’s eyes. What of Joseph? Luke shook his head and tossed a rock into the water. It pinged off the bottle and disappeared into the murky depths. “In my family, God forgot someone.”

“Oh, Luke, God doesn’t forget anyone.”

A memory slammed into Luke with a tidal force. His six-year-old brother weeping, screaming, arms and legs thrashing, scrambling for footing, while a stranger wrestled him into a carriage. Luke trying to stop him, slamming his fists into the man. His father pulling Luke off. Standing helplessly, watching Joseph reach an arm out of the carriage window, screaming for his mother. Luke hadn’t been able to stop it, to do anything but weep. “Tell that to my brother, Joseph. My parents abandoned him.”

“Abandoned him. Why?” Mary’s voice was soft with concern, with understanding.

Luke’s heart raced. Admitting the family secret made him feel exposed, yet Mary had opened her heart to him. And he wanted to do the same, badly. To unburden himself to Mary, to the one person he trusted with something this raw, this personal.

Yet he hid so much from her. He couldn’t tell her about Ben and see the anger, the disappointment, even the fear of what his paternity might mean for Ben. He couldn’t do that.

“Joseph’s transgression? He failed to meet my parents’ expectations of what a child should be. He wasn’t healthy, wasn’t perfect.” His throat clogged, and he could barely speak. In his mind, he saw his brother again, grown into an adolescent, lying on a bed, thin, weak, sick and neglected. Even now, Luke could smell the foul bed linens, his unwashed body and the stench of death. “That asylum treated him more like an animal than a human being. He…died, too young.”

Mary put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, Luke, I can’t understand how your parents could do that, how any parent could.”

He lifted a hand to her cheek, silky under his fingers. He sucked in a breath, wishing he could stay forever in her world of purity and goodness. “Nothing about you and your father is anything like my family. My parents were experts at covering up, hiding behind pretty pretense.”

Luke was no different.

A bird chattered in the treetop. Mary reached for his hand, holding it in both of hers. Her touch soothed like ointment on a burn.

“After Joseph’s death, I wanted to do something that would help others like my brother. I became a doctor, created medicine, to honor his life.”

“And you have.”

He forced up the corners of his mouth. “My brother had epilepsy. I’ve worked at finding a cure. I’ve tried mistletoe, nightshade…but I haven’t gotten it yet.”

“With God’s help, I’m sure you’ll succeed.”

Why hadn’t God helped an innocent boy like Joseph? Why would He help a man like him? Luke had no answers. He rose and grabbed a nearby stick, then scuttled down the bank and shoved the boot and can free of the rock and into the current, watching as they floated downriver. “My brother suffered in that institution while my parents danced at parties and traipsed through Europe.” He turned toward her. “Do you wonder why God allowed that?”

“God doesn’t control people like they’re puppets. There’s a reason for what Joseph went through. Remember, God can bring good from bad.”

Luke climbed the bank. “How could anything good come from Joseph’s life?” he said, his tone cold, harsh.

She hesitated, her brow knit in thought. “Perhaps only that your brother’s life gave you a strong desire to help others. Not that God approved of what your parents did but that He didn’t let Joseph’s suffering go to waste. God has a plan, Luke. You’re part of that plan and so am I.”

Luke swallowed hard against the lump in his throat. Did God save some, let others suffer? Based on what? Some heinous sin of an epileptic boy? He sighed. He couldn’t blame God. The blame for Joseph’s end lay at his parents’ door. The blame for Lucy’s lay at his.

“From what you’ve said, I wonder if your parents are believers,” Mary said. “Have you tried to talk to them about their faith?”

Luke cleared his throat. He’d been dancing around the issue. No longer. “After Joseph died, I turned to something I thought I could depend on—science. I’ve studied theories that argued against the existence of God. I lost my faith for a while, Mary. Did things I’m not proud of.” And still am not. He shook his head. “I’m not the man to talk to them.”

She touched his hand. “What better man than one who walked that path and came out the other side?”

A deep yearning filled him. He wanted to be rid of his resentment, the grudge he held against his parents, a constant burning in his gut that not even his remedy could cure. Luke’s heart tripped. He needed to forgive his parents. Worse, he needed to forgive himself for Lucy’s death. But he couldn’t seem to manage either.

Mary made things sound easy. Yet, he’d observed her struggles to trust God with the future. “If you believe God has a plan for your life, why do you worry?”

“You can evaluate my faith all you want, Luke, even say I fall short—I’d agree in a heartbeat—but don’t confuse the strength of my faith with the strength of the One I have faith in. He never fails.”

“Yet look at Sam, your birth parents. They all failed you.”


“They’re human, not God.”

“But you suffered because of them.”

“If you feel an easy life proves God’s love and a hard one denies it, then you don’t know scripture.” Her eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought of this before. Perhaps giving up their baby was the greatest act of love my biological parents could have given me.”

Luke stiffened. Mary was right. If he loved his son, he’d leave things alone. Forget Ben existed…if he could. He’d send money through the Children’s Aid Society. Mary need never discover he was Ben’s father. “I’m sure you’re right.”

“You look upset. Is something wrong?”

A wall of lies separated him from Mary. Better to move on. “I’ve got to go. Thanks for a lovely afternoon.”

Luke trudged off, striding along the bank, putting distance between him and Mary. A gentle breeze stirred in the scanty collection of leaves still clinging to the trees, fighting their fate. A fate no one could evade.

Along the water’s edge, a fat bullfrog croaked at his approach, then leapt below the surface with a splash as if unable to abide Luke’s presence. Well, he could hardly abide it either.

Ahead, Doc and the boys gathered their gear. Luke hollered an excuse about getting home, not stopping to look at their catch, all too aware of the crestfallen faces watching him go.

Dusk had fallen, shrouding him in twilight. He walked on, alone, the burden of his mistakes pressing against his lungs until he could barely breathe.






Chapter Eleven
 

Saturday turned overcast. By afternoon, the skies ripped open under the weight of unshed rain, drenching the earth, stripping colorful leaves from the trees and sending all of God’s creatures for cover—including Mary and the boys. Holding an umbrella against the deluge, they dashed into her father’s office. Mary shook out the umbrella, collapsed it near the door and then plunked the Sunday school materials for tomorrow’s lesson on her desk, hoping she’d find a few minutes to study them. Time permitting, she would read the article on asthma in the latest American Medical Association Journal.

Her list of chores was long but not long enough to keep Luke Jacobs from coming to mind. Each thought was uninvited, unwelcome and unsettling.

Beside her, the boys shook their heads like drowned dogs, flinging water and bringing her back to the task at hand. Mary rushed into her father’s quarters and returned with a towel just as Luke entered the waiting room.

Even with his hair plastered to his head, he looked ready to handle whatever came his way. Yet now she knew what lurked beneath the surface, what shaped his life. He shrugged out of his jacket, soaked from his trek between the carriage house and the office. Mary intended to sop up the mess on the floor and to wipe down the children, but Luke’s gaze locked with hers. She forgot the rain, forgot the dampness of her clothing and the puddle spreading beneath their shoes.

Moments slid through her memory—of Luke in her kitchen, up to his wrists in suds, scrubbing at her dishes. The touch of those hands, this time healing hands, on Philip and on her. And the strength of those hands, his strong, steady grip.

How she wanted to rely on that grip—but with Luke’s plans to leave, she must lean, as always, on herself. Yet how could she close her mind to the haunted expression she’d seen in his eyes yesterday, to the pain etching his face even now? Luke wasn’t telling her everything. What was he hiding? Too much stood between them. Still, he needed a friend. That much she could be.

She broke the contact between them and bent to the boys, wiping their hair and whisking water from their backs.

“Hi, Luke,” Michael said. “We had fish for dinner last night.”

“Sounds good.”

Philip nodded. “Momma fried it in a pan, but we had to watch for bones.”

“I didn’t eat it,” Ben said. “Fishies are too cute to eat. ’Sides, I might choke.”

Grateful for the boys’ chatter, Mary tidied the floor, avoiding Luke’s gaze.

Michael peeled out of his wet coat, then dug into his pockets and retrieved a paper. “I brought my arithmetic test to show Grandpa. I got a hundred,” he said, trotting off toward the backroom with Ben trailing behind.


Philip’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t have any good papers to show Grandpa.”

Luke ruffled Philip’s unruly locks—the result of his cowlick. “Having trouble with your schoolwork? I’ll be happy to help.”

“My dad was too busy to help,” Philip said quietly. “Now he can’t. He’s dead.”

Mary’s heart clutched. Her sons had experienced far too many dark days. Oh how she wished to take these moments away from them, to paint them a world filled with sunshine and happiness.

“I know,” Luke said, bending down to Philip’s level and touching the boy’s arm. “I’m sorry about your dad.”

In that moment, Mary forgave Luke for every moment of disagreement, every misspoken word. In that expression of concern to her son, a caring man emerged, a man she liked.

Liked immensely.

Yet didn’t trust. Had her past destroyed her ability to trust? Or was it something else?

Having Luke in her life posed more of a threat to her well-being than any contagious disease.

“Dr. Jacobs?”

“Yes, Philip?”

Her son looked up at him, his brows knitted in concentration. “You, uh, you don’t have any little boys and we don’t have a dad, and if you married us, we’d have a family and you would too.”

Silence as thick as quilt batting descended on the room. Mary stared at her son. Did she just hear him ask Luke Jacobs to marry her? Her heart tripped in her chest. She’d pictured that very thing yet knew what Philip did not. A chasm the width of the Rio Grande stood between her and Luke. Marriage was out of the question.


Luke’s complexion had paled to the color of paste. Evidently he was even more mortified than she.

“Umm, that’d be a really good idea, Philip, and your mother is a very nice lady, but…”

“You don’t want us?”

Her son’s face fell, dropping as abruptly as a deflated balloon. Mary rushed to Philip’s side, unsure what to do, what to say. If only she hadn’t brought the boys with her today.

Michael had reappeared and stationed himself on Philip’s other side, his expression fierce.

Luke still had his hand on Philip’s arm. “Who wouldn’t want you? You’re a wonderful boy, you and your brothers. Your mom too.”

“Then why won’t you marry us?” Philip’s eyes, big as saucers with the innocent question of a child, brimmed with tears.

“Because…” Luke cleared his throat, searching for the words to explain the complicated issues of an adult. “My work is in New York, and someday soon I have to go back there.”

“Oh.” Philip considered that and his eyes brightened. “Maybe somebody else will marry us, and we can have a dad.”

Far more perceptive than his eight years, he stepped away from Luke’s touch. Mary gathered Philip into her arms, only two arms—yet enough to hold and love her son.

Or so she told herself.

Luke rose and turned away, an unreadable expression in his gaze. Was she merely fooling herself? Philip wanted his world restored, to have a life with a mom and a dad.

No matter how hard she tried, she wasn’t enough.

Michael, wearing a scowl on his face, obviously wanted no part of such an idea. Tears gathered in her eyes, uncertain which son she worried about more.


Mary hurried to the surgery. She found Ben hanging over his grandfather’s every move. She led her son to her father’s quarters, settling the boys in the living room with a pile of metal soldiers to do battle with, then walked to her desk, trying in vain to concentrate on tomorrow’s Sunday school lesson.

But she kept seeing Philip’s sweet face brimming with hope, hope for a dad. A lump rose in Mary’s throat. No matter how much she loved him, she couldn’t fill the need her son had for a father.

The door opened, cutting off Mary’s thoughts. Geraldine Whitehall entered, her eyes wild with dread. Mary bit back a moan.

“Oh, thank goodness, you’re here!” Geraldine raised trembling fingers to her lips. “Is Doc in?”

Obviously Mrs. Whitehall had gotten herself into quite a state. Mary grabbed a pad from her desk. “Come on back.”

Down the hall, Luke and her father stood talking. At the sound of their footsteps, Luke turned guarded eyes on Mary. Her pulse skittered. Philip’s proposal, no matter how much they might try to skirt it, lay between them—forming a connection of sorts, but also an uncomfortable wariness.

The two men entered the examining room ahead of them. Her father sat across from his patient. “What’s wrong, Mrs. Whitehall?”

Clutching her hands in her lap, Geraldine swallowed. “I have lockjaw.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I can’t open my mouth.”

A muscle twitched in her father’s cheek. Writing Geraldine’s complaint on the pad, Mary clamped her teeth together to hold back sudden laughter.


“Appears to be in good working order to me,” her father said.

“I mean wide. I can’t open my mouth wide. It kinda locks.” She moved her jaw up and down. “Did you hear that click?”

Her father motioned to the patient to take a seat on the examining table and then held the stethoscope to her jaw. “Do that again for Dr. Jacobs.”

Luke complied, listening while Mrs. Whitehall opened and closed her mouth like a fish out of water. “Your jaw works normally,” Luke said in a gentle tone. “No need to worry. Can you explain why you thought you had lockjaw?”

Whether he intended to or not, Luke was connecting to the townspeople and they to him. All signs of a good doctor. Good doctor or not, he was leaving.

Tears sprang to Geraldine’s eyes. “Two days ago, I got a cut. I read in—”

“You read that someone got lockjaw from a cut,” her father interrupted.

Her brows rose. “How did you know?”

“Just a guess. Let me see it.”

She stuck out a finger. Her father leaned in for a closer look, turned the finger over, then glanced up, a quizzical expression on his face.

“Right there,” she said pointing at the side.

“This little scratch?”

She nodded, blinking against tears. “The article said it didn’t need to be a bad cut, like the one on this finger,” she added, holding up the still bandaged finger on her other hand.

“Now, Mrs. Whitehall, I see no sign of infection, no red streaks up your hand or arm, no reason to think you’ve got lockjaw or will get lockjaw.”


Hope shimmered in her eyes. “Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent positive. But let’s get a second opinion.” He turned to Luke. “What do you say, Dr. Jacobs?”

Silent communication passed between the two. Luke and her father worked well together. Once she’d been the only one to assist in the practice. But with Luke here, her father didn’t need her. The insight stung.

Luke turned to the patient. “You and your finger are the picture of health, Mrs. Whitehall. Your jaw works admirably.”

The café owner sagged with relief. “Honestly, this morning I could barely open my mouth, but I couldn’t get here until after the breakfast crowd. I’ve been so scared.”

Her father wrote something on a pad, then tore off the page, handing it to his patient. “I have a prescription I want you to follow to the letter.”

Geraldine studied the words written in her father’s hurried scrawl. “For four weeks,” she said, then hesitated, trying to decipher the letters, “stop reading about illness.” She looked up, her mouth gaping, the jaw indeed working fine. “That’s your prescription?”

“You’re a healthy woman, yet you’re in here two, maybe three times a month. Usually after you’ve read or heard about some illness. I want you to set your mind on what the Good Book says in the fourth chapter of Philippians. ‘Whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things of good report—if there be any virtue and if there be any praise—think on these things.’” Henry patted her hand. “Our God is a God of peace. Praise Him for giving you a healthy body, and ask Him to give you a healthy mind.”

“You sound like my husband.”

“A wise man, Mr. Whitehall.”


A contrite look came over Geraldine’s face. “I feel so silly. I know how busy you are.”

“If you follow that prescription, this office visit will be the best use of my time all day.”

“I’ll try. Customers are always telling me about their cousin’s tumor or their sister’s blindness. Within minutes, I see a suspicious puffiness above my collarbone or my vision blurs.” She grimaced. “It’s a curse.”

Luke gave her a kind yet firm look. “A curse you can defeat, Mrs. Whitehall. The decision is yours.”

She nodded slowly but didn’t look convinced. Then, meeting Luke’s gaze, her eyes flared. “You don’t believe I make myself miserable on purpose, do you?”

“Not intentionally,” Luke said, his tone kind. “But perhaps these imaginary illnesses are your way of avoiding what’s really bothering you, something below the surface you don’t want to examine.”

Luke turned troubled eyes on Mary. Her breath caught in her throat. Was he implying the two of them might have something between them, something they needed to explore?

She turned away. Hadn’t she lived with enough heartache without drudging up the past? Luke Jacobs had all the answers, answers pointing blame, but what about his own life? Just when she thought they were getting closer, she sensed he hid something, kept something from her.

But what?

Doc patted Geraldine’s arm. “Now, don’t forget. No medical articles. If someone starts describing symptoms, run for the hills.” He grinned. “Well, at least as far as the café’s kitchen.”

“I promise. My, I’m relieved!” She rose and headed for the door and then turned back. “Oh, Mary, don’t forget the pies you said you’d bake for the school supper next week.”


Day after day, endless responsibilities lay heavy on Mary’s shoulders. “I haven’t forgotten.”

Luke looked from Geraldine to her. “Jesus said to rest in Him. I wonder if you ladies know the meaning of the word.”

He had no right to chastise her. How could she rest when so much needed doing? Wasn’t she to serve others? Why did this man feel compelled to make her question her existence?

Her father waved a hand. “Now go and enjoy life, Mrs. Whitehall. Stop looking for problems.”

Again, Mary’s gaze connected with Luke’s. Her stomach dipped crazily with the sudden urge to walk into his arms, to rest her chin on his chest and be held. She couldn’t fathom her response to him. The man had disrupted her life, made her question her priorities, her dreams. Philip had latched on to him and now hungered for a father. Ben, even her father, held him in high esteem. She could imagine the pain he’d bring to all of them when he left town. Luke had complicated everything. Solved nothing.

So why couldn’t she stop thinking about him? Why couldn’t she stop comparing him favorably to Sam?

The answer terrified her. Luke Jacobs had become important not only to her family but also to her. Yet his plans didn’t mesh with her life. How could she be so foolish?

With Luke Jacobs around, unlike Geraldine Whitehall, Mary didn’t have to look for problems. Problems smacked her in the face.

Why had God brought him into her life?

 

Luke stood in front of Mary’s desk. She bent over reading material, unaware of his presence, absently coiling a tendril of hair around her finger. His fingers itched to remove the pins from her glorious tresses. Not smart, Jacobs, not smart at all.


Only a foolish man would hanker after this woman who had one son craving a dad and another erecting walls. And the third, not her son, but his, a secret that would destroy any shred of feeling she might have for him. He should leave—and soon. Yet even as he formed the thought, he knew Mary Graves had crept into his heart, her sons too—boys who reminded Luke of himself. And Ben made him long for a relationship he hadn’t expected to crave.

Instead of avoiding her like any sane man would’ve, he sat on the corner of her desk. The words poured out of his mouth, “Care to have a cup of coffee?”

Her head snapped up. “Oh, Luke. You startled me.” A bewildered expression came over her face. “What did you say?”

“I asked if you’d like to get some coffee.”

“Coffee?”

“Surely you’ve heard of that dark, warm liquid sure to perk you up?”

Her smile hauled him closer. “Yes, I have, and I could use some perking up but—”

Raising a hand, he stopped the flow of excuses trying to push past her lips. “Before you tell me about the coffee in Doc’s kitchen and your sons playing in his quarters, your father said to tell you to go. He wants time alone with his grandsons.”

She studied her clasped hands, digesting her father’s claim, a claim sounding weak even to Luke’s ears.

“He also said you work too hard and need to remember even the Lord rested.”

She gazed up at him. “All right. Where?”

“The Whitehall Café. I want to give Mrs. Whitehall a chance to forgive me by complimenting her pie.”

“You were tough on her.” She cocked her head. “Who said anything about pie?”


“What’s coffee without pie?” He grinned. “And what’s pie without lunch?” he said, lost in her fascinating green eyes.

She put a hand on her hip. “Are you asking me to lunch?”

“Yes, ma’am. I thought I’d start out nice and easy. Get you used to the idea of sharing a table with me before I got to my true objective—a meal.”

A meal. Nothing more. He didn’t want to mislead Mary, yet he couldn’t stop wanting to spend time with her.

“But the boys—”

“Your father will feed them.”

“What if a patient comes in with an emergency?”

“Doc can send Michael to get us.”

Laughing, Mary rose to her feet. “I shouldn’t. I have too much to do, but the prospect of being waited on sounds delightful.”

“I’ll remember that.” He held out his arm. She slid a hand in the crook, barely brushing his arm, yet sending his thoughts careening into risky territory.

Whoa, Jacobs.

They sauntered toward the café, clouds scuttling across the noonday sky, but at least for now, the rain had stopped. He was crazy for doing this. Two hours ago, her son had proposed marriage—the institution he steered clear of. He should be avoiding her and all the expectations wrapped up with her, like her family—a family clearly needing a male leader. And he was anything but. Yet Luke found himself drawn again and again to Mary Graves, a stethoscope to her heartbeat. In her presence, he felt whole. As if he was more than a man who created medicine in a lab, more than his profession. With her, he felt linked to another human being, which both alarmed and thrilled him. Mary had appeared in his life, taken his well-thought-out plans and, without meaning to, had tossed them aside. The reasons he’d given himself for staying—Ben’s asthma, Doc’s need for help—were pathetic excuses.

In truth, Mary Graves kept him here. She and his son.

They were also the reasons he would leave. Not that she’d have him, but he couldn’t tie himself to anyone. Not even two people as special as Ben and Mary.

Inside the café, they spied an empty table in the far corner, greeting diners along the way. Luke held Mary’s chair and then sat across from her.

Mrs. Whitehall sped over with menus. Luke shot her his best smile, a smile he hoped would thaw this hypochondriac’s heart. “Hello, Mrs. Whitehall. We’re here for some of your delicious cooking.”

The café owner’s cheeks turned rosy. “That’s mighty nice to hear.” Her gaze moved from Luke to Mary. “You two make a fine-looking couple. Why, Mary, I don’t like to lose one of my best customers, but you ought to invite Dr. Jacobs over for a meal.”

Now Mary’s cheeks dotted with color, and she opened her mouth, probably to contradict Mrs. Whitehall.

Before she could, Luke said, “Hmm, meatloaf is on the menu today.” He turned to Mary. “It’s excellent.”

“Yes, but filling. I want to leave room for that pie you mentioned.” Mary glanced at her menu. “I’ll have a bowl of the vegetable soup.” Then she gave him a playful grin. “Oh, and coffee.”

Mrs. Whitehall wrote the order on her pad and then looked at Luke. “Doctor, I want to apologize for getting huffy with you this morning. You’re right. The choice is mine. Mark my words. I’m going to be a new woman.”

“No need to apologize. It’s not easy to change.” He could use some changing himself. “I’m proud of you.” And he was. Since he’d arrived in Noblesville, a long list of people had touched his life, become important to him—more than he cared to admit. The sense of connection felt peculiar yet comfortable too, like an oversized threadbare shirt.

Mrs. Whitehall stuck the pencil behind her ear. “Mary, you’re lucky to have Dr. Jacobs in the practice. Lots of folks are singing his praises, saying how kind he is.” Then she hustled to the kitchen with their order.

Warmth spread through Luke. Evidently Doc had rubbed off on him. Or maybe he’d learned the importance of showing others how he felt—never easy for him.

The clang of silverware and soft hum of conversation in the room filled the silence between him and Mary. Her troubled gaze told him she had something to say but was struggling to work up the courage. Strange, he’d never known Mary to have trouble speaking her mind.

“About that proposal from Philip…” She gave a weak smile. “I’m sorry. That was…awkward.”

Ah, now he understood her hesitancy. He’d prefer to avoid the topic himself. “Don’t give it a thought,” he said, pretending the whole incident hadn’t disturbed him, hadn’t stuck in his mind, no matter how hard he tried to dislodge it. “I know very little about children, except they can’t be muzzled like the family dog.”

Mary laughed and laid her hands in her lap. “After this morning, I’m tempted.”

Though a part of Luke wondered how he would’ve responded if Mary had been the one proposing earlier. Not that she would. But for a second, he imagined greeting her at the end of an aisle, lifting a veil to kiss her, knowing she’d always be his. He’d help with chores. Sit at her table. Share the events of their day—be part of a cozy family. The one thing in his privileged life he’d never had.

He’d love her as she deserved to be loved.


Careful, Jacobs. That forever territory is hazardous. The kind you don’t walk into without a map. Nothing in his life had prepared him for domesticity.

Removing his handkerchief, he swiped his brow. “Philip is a lot like his mom.”

“How so?”

“He’s not afraid to speak up.”

She grinned. “I suspect you’ve been tempted to tie a gag on me a time or two.”

“And cover that pretty mouth of yours?” He shook his head. “Never.”

A blush crept into her cheeks and her lips parted. She never looked more kissable. Not that he’d kiss her. At least, not here, not now.

“You’re quite the flatterer, Dr. Jacobs. I’m guessing you’ve had more than your share of lady friends.”

Immediately, he thought of Lucy. Their short-lived involvement had brought about her death. That knowledge made him hold other women at arm’s length. “A few.” But none like Mary, a mix of fire and purity, homespun goodness and fierce determination.

“So were you ever married?”

He toyed with the salt cellar, avoiding her gaze. “No.”

“That surprises me.”

“Guess I never met the right woman. Not that I’ve given any woman much of a chance. My focus is on medicine.”

“Leaving you no time for marriage and children.”

He left her assumption on the table. Better that than the truth. His misspent years and Lucy’s death had destroyed a desire for home and hearth. Besides, he wasn’t a man who’d learned how to create a family, and rather than make the mess of it his parents had, he’d move on, give his life meaning creating medicine.

“Blame my grandmother. Everyone assumed I’d enter the family business, but when I decided I wanted to be a doctor, my grandmother stood with me against my parents. She even paid for my education. I can see her yet, leaning on her cane, wagging a finger at them.” He grinned. “That’s the only time in my life I remember someone defying my parents.”

“She sounds like a wonderful woman.”

Luke’s throat clogged. Even his outspoken grandmother hadn’t been able to sway his parents from their solution to the problem they saw as their son Joseph. “She was. When I was eight, my parents sent me to boarding school. My grandmother wrote almost every week, each letter packed with news. Twice a month she sent a package of cookies she made. Snickerdoodles, macaroons, oatmeal raisin, brownies and in December, gingerbread. You could smell those cookies a mile off. All the boys would gather around, and we’d clean out the tin in minutes.” He laughed. “I was very popular.” Until her death five years ago, his grandmother had been the single most important person in his life. He inhaled sharply. She died the same year as Mary’s mother. “Guess I never met a woman who measured up to my grandmother.”

Until now.

“Surely your mother wrote too.”

He kept his eyes on his folded hands lying on the table. “My mother had a social secretary. Writing me wasn’t one of her duties.”

Mary’s hand reached across the table, and her fingers curled around his. “I’m sorry.”

He struggled to keep his tone even. “No need. I had the best schools, the best of everything. Not every child was as privileged as I.” Especially one child in particular—Joseph.

She squeezed his hand. “Your parents were the ones who missed out.”


Like a cool salve, her declaration slid into the festering wound of his childhood, easing the pain of parents who’d never loved unreservedly and never would.

He was glad Ben lived with Mary. What a gift a woman like Mary was. He returned her smile. “I wish my grandmother could’ve met you. You two are very much alike. Excellent bakers and—” he took a breath “—women who know exactly the right thing to say.”

Her gaze softened. “I would’ve liked her.” She shot him a grin. “I’d love to have met any woman who could keep you in line.”

He chuckled, grateful to Mary for lightening the moment. He opened his mouth to ask her a question about the practice when across the way, the door opened and a pimply faced youth scanned the room, his shirtsleeves stopping above the wrists of his gawky arms.

With an irregular gait, he hurried to their table. “You Luke Jacobs?”

“Yes.”

“Boss saw you come here. He said to look for the man I don’t know.” He rocked back on his heels and beamed. “That’s you.”

From the boy’s mannerisms, Luke suspected he was damaged at birth. Evidently, his parents had kept him home with them. People in this town appeared to know what mattered.

Mrs. Whitehall arrived at their table, a pot of coffee in her hands. She greeted the lad and then bent toward Mary. “If you have a second, I meant to talk about the church pie supper.”

The two women chatted, and Luke returned his attention to the boy. “Why are you looking for me?”

“Oh, I forgot.” Grinning, he handed over an envelope.

A telegram. Who’d send him a telegram? Luke dug in his pocket for a tip.


“Thanks!” the lad said, then hustled out the door.

Luke glanced at the ladies. They still had their heads together. He had time to read the wire. As he slid open the flap of the Western Union envelope, a weird sense of foreboding whooshed through him.

WE NEED TO SPEAK WITH YOU STOP ARRIVAL DATE PENDING STOP FATHER

A chill traveled Luke’s spine. He clutched the cryptic telegram. Luke and his parents lived mere miles apart yet rarely saw each other. Something was afoot, but what? And how had his parents discovered his location?

No doubt from his housekeeper. The woman had a heart of gold but never knew when to keep a closed mouth.

Luke read the words again. Then a third time.

What would bring his father out to what he’d consider the sticks? Luke’s jaw tightened. Could it be Ben? No, his father had shown no interest in his grandson—even when he’d learned of Luke’s plan to find the boy.

No point in speculating. As soon as he and Mary finished here, he’d send a wire, asking the purpose of his visit.

Mrs. Whitehall promised to bring out their food and then bustled toward the kitchen.

Mary motioned to the telegram. “I hope it’s not bad news.”

Pocketing the envelope into his breast pocket, Luke met her gaze. The tenderness in her eyes socked him in the gut. “No, no, not bad news.” At least he hoped not. Until he knew otherwise, he’d focus on Mary, a most attractive distraction.

To think he’d once considered this intriguing woman a thorn in his side. Whatever his father wanted, Luke suspected the biggest risk to his plans came from Mary Graves, a woman who affected him in ways he didn’t understand.


 

Mary returned to her desk. She couldn’t help wondering about Luke’s telegram. Telegrams usually meant big news, good…or bad. News Luke had not shared with her. Not that he owed her an explanation. Far from it. Still—

Her father interrupted the thought. An unfamiliar young man stood at his side, hat in hand, undoubtedly the third applicant. Mary glanced at the clock, pleased by his punctuality. This might be the doctor to fill Luke’s shoes.

At the prospect of life without Luke, a pang of disappointment rammed her heart. A childish reaction, especially since this morning when Luke had reminded Philip that he’d be returning to New York.

“Mary, this is Dr. Sloan. Frank, this is my daughter, Mary Graves.”

The bluest eyes Mary had ever seen turned her way. A boyish grin took over the young doctor’s face. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Why don’t you show Dr. Sloan the surgery and examining room while I round up Luke,” her father said. “I’d like him to sit in on the interview.”

Mary gave the applicant a smile. “Follow me, Doctor.” She opened the door to the surgery, proud of the clean, orderly room. “This is where Dr. Lawrence performs minor surgery, sets bones and treats burns. The next room is primarily used for routine office visits.”

Dr. Sloan scanned the surgery. “An admirable facility.” Then his gaze returned to her. “Do you assist with patients?”

“Yes, whenever I can.” But once she finished medical school, she’d be handling patients herself.

“Excellent. I suspect you’re good with patients.”

Smiling at his assessment, Mary gave a tour of the office ending in the backroom where Luke and her father waited. After examining his grades and credentials, the smile on her father’s face proved this man met all of Henry’s requirements and then some. “I must tell you that the practice isn’t lucrative.” Doc turned shrewd eyes on the applicant. “Knowing the pay is dismal, are you still interested in the position?”

“Yes, sir. Working under the guidance of a veteran doctor is invaluable experience.”

Her father rose, shaking Dr. Sloan’s hand. “In that case, I’d like to offer you the position. If you feel you can work with Dr. Jacobs and me.”

Mary frowned. Had her father learned something she didn’t know? Was Luke staying?






Chapter Twelve
 

Luke leaned against the doorframe, his stomach churning with frustration. Down the hall, Sloan leaned closer to Mary, his face animated in conversation. Mary tilted her head, all smiles at whatever the good doctor said.

That very first Sunday, Sloan had attended First Christian Church, squiring Mary like she belonged to him. In the three days since he’d joined the practice, Sloan had complimented Mary’s efficiency, her work ethic and kindness to the patients.

If that wasn’t enough to make it perfectly clear he had an interest in Mary, Sloan found countless ways to confer with her, asking her opinion on the best grocer and restaurants in town. Even which barber she’d recommend, though the man didn’t need as much as a nose hair trimmed. Luke had taken about as much as he could and suggested Frank might want to check with Doc for the name of a barber. Eyes on Mary, Frank had countered—if you want to please a lady, you’re wise to ask her opinion. Mary had blushed and suggested Bill’s Barber Shop across the square. Then she’d glanced at Luke’s nape and the hair brushing his collar, making him all too aware his cut was long overdue.


Sloan was as transparent as glass. And just as slick. Luke itched to toss his well-groomed hide out the door as far as he could throw him.

The worst of it, since Sloan joined the practice, Mary had a new bounce in her step.

Admit it, Jacobs. You’re jealous.

Doc stepped out of the examining room, his gaze following Luke’s. “Are you going to just step aside and leave Mary to Frank?”

“She’s not mine to hand over.”

“I’ve seen something in her eyes when she looks at you. The exact same look I’ve seen in yours. So don’t pretend with me, young man.”

“I won’t deny Mary’s a wonderful person.” The problem—he wasn’t alone in that opinion. Nor could he deny that Frank Sloan had a great deal to offer a woman like Mary. “Sloan’s perfect for her.”

Doc shoved a hand in the pocket of his coat. “I thought maybe you’d be the man for my daughter.”

Eyes downcast, Luke shook his head.

“What makes you the wrong man, Luke?” Henry laid a hand on Luke’s arm. “Can you tell me that?”

Luke swallowed past the lump in his throat. He couldn’t tell him he was Ben’s father. He couldn’t tell him about Lucy. He couldn’t tell him about every ugly part of his life. Since he’d returned to God, he knew the Bible promised God had forgiven him, but that didn’t undo his past. A past Mary and her father could never understand.

Luke pulled his gaze away from the lovebirds. “I…I’m not good enough for Mary,” he said, and then retreated toward the backroom. Doc called after him, but Luke kept going.

Sitting at the table, Luke leafed through a book of herbal remedies, normally a fascinating subject, but the words on the page swam before his eyes, blending with the image of Mary’s face. Only a selfish man wouldn’t want Mary to find happiness.

In truth, Sloan was kind. Gentle. He made Mary laugh. He’d mentioned his large churchgoing family overflowing with nieces and nephews. No matter how much Luke searched for evidence to the contrary, he couldn’t find one shred of unsuitability about the man. What Luke saw as Sloan’s self-absorption, assuming he could fairly assess the guy, might get on Mary’s nerves, but in the things that mattered, he’d make a good husband. A good father too.

The possibility this man might rear his son sank to his belly with the weight of an iron anchor. Not that he doubted Sloan would treat Ben well. Yet the prospect stabbed at him.

But as much as he cared about Mary, as much as he wanted to spend every waking minute with her and the boys, he wasn’t fit to even contemplate making them his.

So why did he ache to gather them close and promise them forever?

That just proved how little he’d changed. He thought of himself, not of Mary and of her sons. They deserved a man like Sloan, a man who knew how to nurture, how to share his heart. Besides, if Luke told Mary the truth about Ben, she’d never forgive him. Never understand how a man could shirk his responsibilities to the woman who’d carried his child.

He had to get out of town. And soon.

Sloan ambled into the room and sat across from Luke. “Henry said you’re looking for a cure for epilepsy.”

“Yes.”

For a moment, he considered that, then shrugged. “I admire what you’re trying to do, but creating medicine is solitary and doesn’t appeal to me.”

“What does appeal to you?” Luke’s jaw tightened. Besides Mary.


“I enjoy working with patients. Once I’ve gotten experience here, I want to join the staff of an excellent hospital like Johns Hopkins.” He smiled. “To practice with the highest skilled surgeons and doctors in the country, to have access to the finest equipment is a dream I’ve had for a long time.”

The news thudded into Luke’s stomach with the power of a fisted hand. Did Mary fit into that dream? Or did Sloan see her as a temporary diversion?

Or expect her to share his dream and leave with him?

If so, Sloan was dead wrong.

Mary loved this town, loved the people. Luke couldn’t imagine she’d leave all this behind.

And what about Ben? Surely Sloan didn’t expect to go from small-town practice to the best hospital in the country. How would Ben handle being moved from pillar to post while Sloan pursued his goal?

Perhaps Frank Sloan wasn’t ideal after all.

 

Mary entered her house, greeted by a pile of dirty laundry, dresses to iron and jars of cherries she had to turn into pies before Friday’s school supper. Along with a book she’d borrowed from Addie and had yet to read. A half crocheted baby blanket lay on the arm of the sofa, her gift to Lily, still incomplete. But today, the unfinished work didn’t pull at her.

Her thoughts traveled to Luke. She carried the pleasure of the fishing trip with the boys. To watch her sons having fun, to see Luke’s gentleness with them, to share the innermost part of her being with a man who listened and appeared to understand, to share that extraordinary kiss, had been wonderful—that is until Luke made it crystal clear he wasn’t staying.

Since Frank joined the practice, Luke had backed away from her and the boys. Sometimes he even appeared to encourage her budding friendship with Frank, though upon occasion she caught Luke glowering at Sloan like an angry bull.

She liked Frank. Liked how he dove feet first into the practice, into the town. He didn’t have a reticent bone in his body. Unlike Luke, he was an open book with no missing chapters. She’d known Frank less than a week, but she knew the names of his friends and family. Where he’d grown up and gone to church. He was a hard worker, eager to please, and the patients had warmed to him quickly.

Now that Frank shouldered his share of the load, Luke had no reason to remain. They had no future. Not that she’d thought otherwise, yet deep down she realized a smidgen of hope had lived, was now dead.

Well, she had more important things to focus on—like what she carried in her handbag. Her pulse tripped in her chest. This letter would reveal if her dreams would be realized or dashed. She closed the door to her room and then dropped onto the bed and eased the packet out of her purse. The unnatural silence of the house did nothing to quiet her pounding heart. With trembling hands, she slid a fingernail under the flap, then hesitated, afraid of its contents.

Breathing a prayer for strength to live with the decision, whatever it was, she unfolded the paper, scanning the page, unable to absorb the exact words, searching for what she had to know.

Congratulations…. Pleased to inform you that you have been accepted…. Classes begin January fourth, 1899.

Tears flooded her eyes, and praises to God bubbled from her lips.

She’d been accepted. She’d been accepted. She’d been accepted.

Oh, Daddy, I’ll make you proud of me. I’ll make you so proud.


And her mother too, if from Heaven, Susannah Lawrence knew of her daughter’s accomplishment.

Not everyone would react well to the news, but she wouldn’t let Luke Jacobs dampen her joy. How could she value the opinion of a man who wanted a say in her life but had no intention of sharing it?

Leaving every one of the unfinished tasks behind, Mary rushed from the house. Something she wouldn’t ordinarily do, but today she couldn’t wait a minute longer to talk to her father. As she cut through the string of yards separating their houses, the crisp, sunny day never appeared brighter, more dazzling.

She found him at the kitchen table eating a sandwich before the start of afternoon office hours. The counters were piled high with unwashed dishes, but Mary didn’t care. “Daddy, I have some wonderful news.”

Henry Lawrence turned to her, already smiling at her excited tone. “What?”

“Central College of Physicians and Surgeons has accepted me. I’ll start classes in January.”

Her father’s expression turned puzzled. “Medical school?” Then as her words sank in, a wide smile took over his face, lit up his eyes. “Oh, that’s wonderful, kitten! If anyone should be a doctor, it’s you.”

His words soothed any qualms she held. Years before, Sam had scoffed at the idea. She suspected he’d felt threatened by her plan, like she’d leave him once she had M.D. after her name.

But her father—his approval bubbled up within her until she felt she could burst with joy. “Once I’m a doctor, I can take over the practice and keep your legacy alive in this town.”

He chuckled. “Knowing you, I’m sure you have a plan.”

“I do.” She grinned back at him. “Michael and Philip don’t need me as much as when they were small, and Carrie Foley will still look after Ben. I can take the train to the city and be back each evening in time to fix supper.” The words rattled out of her like a freight train picking up speed. “With the inheritance from Sam’s father and my savings, I have money for tuition.”

“My daughter the doctor.” Her father beamed. “It’s got a nice ring to it. I’ll help any way I can.” He rose and hugged her. “How did you manage to keep this a secret until now?”

“I filled out the application using Dr. Roberts’s recommendation.”

Henry’s jaw dropped. “That old codger kept it from me.”

“He knew I wanted to surprise you.” She grimaced. “To be honest, if I’d told you and didn’t get accepted, I couldn’t bear the idea of disappointing you.”

“You could never disappoint me. Besides, any medical school that didn’t accept you would be foolish. God gave you a talent for medicine.” His gaze softened, and he raised a palm to her cheek. “I’ll miss you around here, but you must seize this opportunity.”

“I’ll miss the practice too, Daddy, but once I graduate, I’ll be right back here.”

“Where you belong. Why, you practically grew up in this office. You’ve heard my concerns for the seriously ill, joined hands with your mother and me as we prayed for the sick and dying, and in the last several years you’ve assisted in the office. I wouldn’t be surprised if you taught the teaching staff a thing or two.” Grinning, he slipped an arm around her. “Let’s celebrate with dessert at the café.”

“What about your patients?”

“No one is scheduled this afternoon. Luke will be back from lunch soon. If someone comes in, he and Frank can easily handle it.”


Together they left her father’s quarters and ambled into the waiting room where Frank leaned over her desk, checking the appointment book. He looked up and smiled. “You two look mighty cheerful.”

“Mary’s been accepted into medical school. The same school you graduated from.”

“Imagine! Two doctors in the family.” Frank rounded the desk, enfolding her in his arms. “Congratulations, Mary.”

Frank’s embrace didn’t elicit one spark, one flutter. “Thank you,” Mary said, as the outer door opened.

Luke entered. His lips thinned. “Am I interrupting something?”

Meeting that stony, reproving gaze, Mary jerked away guiltily then scowled. Luke had no right to behave as if she’d done something wrong.

She wouldn’t tell him about her acceptance into medical school. She looked at Frank, hoping he’d get the message. “Not a thing. Daddy and I just need a break.”

Frank gave an imperceptible nod, his lips curling with pleasure at sharing a confidence.

Exactly as Mary hoped, so why did his smugness rub against her peace? Perhaps because Luke looked dejected, like a lost little boy. She hurried for her coat.

“Can you two manage without us this afternoon?” her father asked.

A question formed in Luke’s eyes as his gaze roamed their faces. “Sure.”

“Take your time.” Frank slapped Luke on the back. “We can handle whatever arises, right, Doctor?”

Luke’s features hardened into granite, but he nodded, his gaze sweeping over Mary. “Have fun.”

Outside her father turned to her. “I’m surprised you didn’t tell Luke your news.”


“He’ll disapprove.”

“Why?”

Unwilling to talk about Luke’s assertion that her sons would suffer if she pursued medicine, she shrugged. “Let’s not talk about Luke.”

Her father appeared to want to ask more but then gave her a smile. In the crisp fall air, they strolled toward the café, shuffling through the leaves, sharing the peace and quiet of the beautiful fall day.

“I remember when you were about five,” her father said, “I found you with my stethoscope hooked in your ears, listening to your dolly’s chest.”

Mary smiled.

“You said the doll had pleurisy. Guess you overheard that diagnosis at the supper table. But I knew you wanted to be a doctor when you tried to inoculate our cat.” He laughed. “Remember?”

“Oh, yes. It’s a wonder you didn’t regret taking me in.”

“Never.” Her father squeezed her hand. “You gave your mother and me everything. Everything we ever dreamed of.”

In her father’s shining eyes, filled with pride and love, she saw the reflection of God’s love for her. For all His children. No matter their failings. The exact same way she felt about her sons. Her life was part of God’s plan. She smiled, barely able to contain her joy at the sudden certainty she’d never again feel like discarded trash.

They entered the restaurant, all but empty now that the rush of diners had passed. At the table near the window, Henry took her hands. “Darling daughter, you’re a very capable woman and will make a valuable contribution as a doctor. You already possess qualities that can’t be learned from a textbook.” He touched her cheek. “I’m very proud of you.”

“Oh, Daddy, thank you.”


“Your mother would be popping buttons.”

Elation surged through Mary, making her feel almost buoyant. “Do you really think so?”

“I know so. A few weeks before she died, your mom told me that no matter what happened with Sam, she knew you’d be all right because, and I’m quoting her, ‘Our girl is heaven-sent. The Good Lord will see her through.’”

And He had. God had walked with her through her mother’s death, through the difficult years with Sam and his passing. And He would help her now.

Fannie Whitehall, her curly auburn hair tucked into a scarf, arrived with menus. “You two playing hooky?”

“Indeed we are. We’re celebrating.” Henry nodded toward Mary. “Mary’s been accepted into medical school. She’s going to follow in her old man’s footsteps.”

“Congratulations!” Fannie sighed. “Wish I had something to celebrate…like James’s proposal.”

Her father chuckled. “Give it time. You and James are still wet behind the ears.”

They ordered coffee and cherry cobbler with ice cream. Fannie left to fetch it. From the crestfallen look on her face, her father hadn’t said what Fannie wanted to hear.

Mary leaned toward her father. “What if I don’t make it? Luke said the work is grueling.”

“I don’t doubt for a minute that you’ll graduate. Once you decide to do something, you’re unstoppable.”

Her father announced her news to everyone who entered. The congratulations and encouragement Mary received filled her heart to overflowing. Odd her father hadn’t told Luke. Maybe he sensed her reluctance. Not that Luke’s opinion mattered.

The afternoon flew by as they savored the pie and the camaraderie of having time together, just the two of them, with no patients or children requiring their attention.


“I’ve never tasted anything more delicious,” Mary said, finishing off her slice. She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Oh, my. Michael and Philip will be home soon.”

“Best get a move on.” Her father opened his wallet. “Since you’re running late, I’ll pick up Ben at the Foleys’. I could use the exercise.”

Outside the café, Mary and her father parted. She’d gotten as far as the kitchen and laid her handbag on the table when the door opened and banged close. Her sons plodded into the room, heads drooping, mouths turned down, looking like they’d lost their best friend.

“Hi,” Philip said.

Mary caught a glimpse of Michael’s face. She gasped at the cut above her son’s left eye, fast turning purple underneath, and the red bruise on his cheek. “What happened?”

His gaze shifted away. “I’m okay. I tripped playing Red Rover.”

“Come over to the sink.” Mary soaped a dishcloth and gently cleaned then rinsed the cut. On her tiptoes, she retrieved the iodine she kept on the top shelf of the cabinet, then dabbed it on Michael’s injury. He sucked in his breath but didn’t whimper.

Philip tugged at her skirt. “He didn’t cry, Mom.”

“You saw what happened?”

Philip shook his head. “Michael told me he didn’t cry. I would’ve.”

“It’s okay to cry,” Mary said, studying her older son.

Michael’s eyes flooded. “Men don’t cry.”

“You’re a boy, not a man.” Recalling holding her weeping husband in her arms the night he told her about his childhood of abuse, Mary’s throat tightened. “And men do cry.”

Something about Michael’s injuries didn’t add up to a simple fall in the school yard.


“Grandpa should be bringing Ben home soon. Philip, why don’t you go outside to play? Wear a coat. The temperature is dropping.”

Glad for the opportunity to talk to Michael alone, Mary waited until the door closed, and then put an arm around her son’s shoulders. “I’m surprised your teacher didn’t clean this.”

“I guess she didn’t notice.”

“Didn’t notice?” Mary returned the iodine to its place then knelt in front of her son, taking his hands in hers. “Something tells me this cut didn’t come from a fall. Maybe didn’t even occur at school.” She peered into his green eyes, so like her own. “What really happened?”

A sob tore from his throat. “I got into a fight.”

The news thudded to Mary’s stomach. “With who?”

“Jimmy Augsburger.”

“Jimmy’s one of your best friends.”

Michael’s eyes sparked. “Not anymore.”

“What did you fight about?”

Pulling his hands away, Michael focused on a spot on the floor. “Nothing.”

“You’re telling me you and your best friend got into a fight for no reason. That doesn’t make sense.”

He shrugged.

“I want an answer.”

“He made me mad.”

“You started the fight?”

Nodding, his gaze once again sought the floorboards. What was he hiding?

“Oh, Michael, you’re not a fighter. Tell me what made you angry enough to pick a fight with your best friend.”

“I can’t.”

“Well, you’d better, young man, because if you don’t, you’ll be spending the rest of the day in your room.”


“That’s fair.” Her firstborn shuffled away, his slender shoulders drooping as if he carried the weight of their entire family on his back.

Michael always argued about punishments, and now he took this one without a quarrel? Something was terribly wrong. Should she talk to Mrs. Augsburger? Would she be so angry with Michael that a discussion might escalate the trouble between their sons?

Mary found fighting repulsive. Perhaps she made too much of this. Michael wasn’t violent, not even rough-and-tumble like Philip, who loved to run and romp like an overgrown puppy. Her older, studious son enjoyed reading, playing checkers, and fishing. Quiet pastimes.

Why would he attack his best friend?

Oh, if only Sam were here. Her shoulders sagged. If he were, Sam would either be working at the factory or drunk. No help at all.

God, give me wisdom. Help me know what to do.

Luke’s words ricocheted through her mind: Michael is trying to be the man of the house, too big a job for a ten-year-old boy. Did this fight have something to do with protecting his family? Had Jimmy said something to wound Michael, something about his family, compelling him to uphold their reputation? Or his father’s good name? Her stomach clenched.

Sam died when Michael was eight. She’d taken every precaution to ensure the boys saw their father sober. Not all that hard to do. By the time Sam came home from the saloon, his sons had been asleep for hours. Amazingly, most mornings Sam dressed and headed to work with no sign of a hangover.

She’d hidden Sam’s drinking, making excuses for his absences from the boys’ activities at school or church. Except for her parents, no one caught on—or so she believed.


The door opened, and Ben and Philip raced in ahead of her father. “Philip said Michael was in a fight,” Henry said.

“Yes, he’s in his room. I tried talking to him. He’s not telling me everything.”

“Why don’t I take the boys to the café for a snack and drop them back here afterward?”

“Oh, Daddy, that would be a big help.”

Mary gave Ben and Philip a kiss, then stood in the doorway, watching them turn the corner and head uptown. The sun lowered in the west, matching the sinking in her heart. Whatever had happened this afternoon, she couldn’t ignore the situation.

Please, God, give me the words so I can help Michael handle whatever transpired between him and Jimmy.

She rapped on the boys’ bedroom door and then opened it. Michael lay curled on the bed with his back to her. She sat on the edge of the mattress and ran her fingers through his thick, wavy hair, but her son didn’t acknowledge her presence.

“I’m sorry, Michael. I shouldn’t have sent you to your room. I know you’d never pick a fight unless you felt you had a very good reason.”

Her son didn’t move a muscle, didn’t indicate he’d heard her. The scent of the outdoors clung to his rumpled clothes. The rigid set of his shoulders kept her from pulling him to her, encircling him in the comfort of her arms.

“We need to talk. Please, sit up and look at me.”

Michael hesitated but did as she’d asked, sitting cross-legged on the bed. The bruises on his face tore at her. She had to get to the bottom of this, but the look on his face told her Michael wouldn’t confide in her.

“I think you’re protecting me from something.” She glimpsed the tiniest crack of affirmation in her son’s stony face. “We’re a family, Michael. Families discuss their problems.”

Her throat closed at her self-deceit. As the years passed, she and Sam stopped talking about his drinking, about the distance it put between them, as if they feared where that conversation might lead…to the dissolution of the sham of their marriage.

Michael looked away. “You can’t do anything.”

Years ago, on the school playground, kids had dubbed her “Mary, the basket baby,” teasing her for being a throwaway child. She hadn’t told her parents. Not because they couldn’t have done anything but because they would’ve tried, and somehow she’d reasoned in the way of a child they’d have made the situation worse.

“Perhaps not, but I’ll feel better once I understand why you’d pick a fight. That worries me.”

“I had a reason, Mom, a good reason.” He folded his arms across his belly.

“The Bible teaches us to turn the other cheek.” Mary tilted his face to hers. “Unless you share what happened, it’ll eat away at you, Michael. I know. When I was a little girl, children called me a hurtful name, but I didn’t tell my parents. Keeping that secret kept me from their comfort. Comfort I want to give you.” Then she bent and kissed his forehead.

His face contorted. “Jimmy told a lie. A big fat lie!”

Bracing herself, Mary asked, “About what?”

His lips trembled. “He wouldn’t take it back.”

Her heart breaking for her son, Mary tugged him close, wrapping his narrow frame in the circle of her arms.

But Michael pulled away, his gaze troubled. Tears welled in his eyes. “Sometimes…Daddy smelled…bad. His eyes were…fuzzy.” Michael took hold of her arm. “Was Daddy a…a drunk like Jimmy said?” he asked softly, his voice laced with sorrow.


Mary gazed into her precious son’s eyes. Innocence and trust in her rested there. Remembering the pain of learning her real parents hadn’t wanted her, had left her on the Lawrence doorstep like a basket of discarded kittens, she couldn’t tell Michael the truth.

Confirming Sam was a drunk would voice the reality Mary had tried to hide from the children all those years—Sam had not wanted them. Not as much as a bottle. She never ever wanted her boys to feel that anguish.

“Your father didn’t always feel well. He had problems that had nothing to do with you or me or Philip.” She took in a sharp breath. Forgive me, Lord, for this lie. “Drunk is such an ugly word. It doesn’t describe your father. He loved you and Philip. Never forget that.”

A knot tightened in her stomach. Once again she hid behind the facade of her fictional perfect life. She should’ve faced the question head-on, but how could she hurt her son that way? How could she tell him that his family’s love and their need for him hadn’t been able to stop Sam from derailing like a runaway train?

The knot in her stomach swelled, creeping up her throat, choking her. She’d asked God for the words, the wisdom to help her son, but then she’d lied. No matter what she did these days, she failed to live up to her expectations, but now to fail God…

Unable to look her son in the eyes, she smoothed his collar. “You need to apologize to Jimmy. But I know one thing for sure, Michael. You’re a kind boy, a good boy.”

Tears ran down her son’s cheeks and he sniffed. “I bloodied Jimmy’s nose.”

Mary wiped away his tears and then kissed the top of his head, holding him tight. “We all make mistakes. When we do, we need to say we’re sorry. God understands, and He’ll forgive.” Please forgive me, Lord. “So will Jimmy. It’ll be all right, Michael. Everything will be all right.”

Wasn’t that what she’d said a hundred times over the years of her marriage? Everything would be all right tomorrow, or the next day, or next week.

But it never had been.

Just when she thought she had control over her life, a strong plan for the future, something happened to dredge up the past. Her breath caught. Would covering the truth of that past with a lie make more trouble for her son?






Chapter Thirteen
 

Luke left the carriage house, heading around the block toward Mary’s place. Doc had told him about Michael’s fight. Luke couldn’t get it out of his mind. For whatever reason, this childhood scuffle gnawed at him. Luke had to see the boy. To see if he could help in some way.

The youngster hadn’t had a good day. Luke’s hadn’t been much better. Sloan was a good doctor, carried his share of the load and got along well with the patients. Mary had to notice his blond good looks and boyish charm. Not that she’d said as much, but Luke had eyes.

And so did Sloan. He lit up like a firecracker when Mary entered the room. Other than his dream of working at Johns Hopkins, Sloan was perfect. Not only as his replacement in the practice but as a husband for Mary, a woman who deserved the best. And as a father for her sons. One in particular. His.

So why did he want to punch the good doctor in the nose?

If only he were free to court Mary. But a secret the size of Gibraltar stood between them. A secret he couldn’t confess. How had he gotten himself into this mess? Hadn’t he learned anything from the lengths his parents had gone to to hide their treachery?


They’d put on the appearance of a perfect, well-dressed, well-mannered family, complete with drawn-on smiles. Those smiles hid their wretchedness—his parents’ rejection of Joseph, whose seizures embarrassed them, and of Luke who’d dared to question their actions.

The result—he’d grown up with a perpetual knot of distaste in his stomach for deceit. And now he kept his fatherhood from Mary. Caught in a deception he had no idea how to extricate himself from. If he told her, he’d lose her good opinion.

He grimaced. Talk about deceiving himself. The fact was he’d never had Mary’s approval. Not since the day they’d met. But for some unexplainable reason, he wanted her respect—and wanted it badly. Badly enough he couldn’t move on. Something undone lay between them, drawing him to her again and again.

But more than his duplicity plagued him. He hadn’t received a response to the wire he’d sent his parents. How like his father to ignore him. Thomas Jacobs loved to be in charge. And keep Luke off balance. They had nothing in common, and whatever meager affection they’d once felt for each other had shriveled and died.

He rounded the corner and approached Mary’s house. The boys played in the backyard. Perhaps he could have a private word with her, try to ease the conflict between them.

Mary opened the door to his knock. His lungs caught on a breath and held. “Hello.”

One glimpse of Mary, this petite woman who’d built a fortress around her heart as high as his, made him yearn to pull her into his arms. If only he could scale those walls…but he made no move toward her, would say none of what filled his mind. “Doc told me about Michael’s fight. I thought I’d check on him…if that’s okay.”


Mary moved to close the door. “We’re fine.”

“Have we gone back to acting like strangers?”

“Isn’t that what we are? Why put on a charade, Luke? Pretending our relationship might go somewhere.”

Had she caught on to his pretense? The thought shook him, but as much as he wanted to deny her claim, he couldn’t. They both played that game. He took a step closer, preventing her from shutting him out. “Might it? Go somewhere?”

Mary heaved a sigh. “Why bother? You’ve made it clear you’re leaving. What’s the point?”

This woman believed in everything he did not—home, hearth. He should turn around. Return to his apartment over the carriage house. Pack his belongings and head for New York.

But his feet stayed planted on her doorstep, everything attuned to her, a lure he couldn’t resist. She intrigued him, partly because of her commitment to the things he ran from. All things that, underneath his hard shell, he craved but didn’t have. Logic took flight, and he found himself lost in her emerald eyes, inhaling the scent of her, thinking about staying—

“What are you doing to me?” he said, voice husky, even frenzied.

“Nothing,” she said on a whisper.

“You have no idea how you affect me.” He wanted to kiss her, to pull her into his arms and push everything between them aside. “Let me in.”

He didn’t mean into the house. By the look in her eyes, she grasped that as much as he did. Everything within Luke coiled tight. A heartbeat passed between them. She opened the door and Luke stepped inside, hoping somehow to find middle ground, a way to combine this blend of vinegar and bicarbonate, without an explosion that hurt them both.


Mary disappeared into her kitchen. Luke followed her to the doorway, taking in the table set for four and the aroma of a chicken. Her comfy kitchen filled him with longing for a real home.

“May I get you something to drink? Coffee?” she said, darting about like a robin in search of a worm.

“No, thanks.”

Obviously, his presence made her nervous. Instead of pushing them under her table, he forced his feet back to the living room and sat on the sofa, a cozy spot, even with Mary pacing in the next room like a caged lioness.

She returned with a cup of coffee and sat across from him, on the edge of her seat, ignoring him by making a production of smoothing her skirt. A vision in blue and white, starched and proper, she was the epitome of a lady. His pulse galloped in his chest. Maybe if he got the focus off them, she’d stop being jittery and he’d stop reacting like a schoolboy at his first party. “Is Michael all right?”

“Yes. The fight was merely a school yard dispute. One boy saying something mean.”

“I remember those days.” Luke chuckled. “Boys get into scrapes now and again.”

But Mary dipped her head, studying the dark brew between her palms. “I suppose.”

Don’t get involved, Jacobs. Don’t wrap yourself in this family any more than you already have. A doctor didn’t care about what led to the punch, merely the result. But something about the way Mary avoided his gaze triggered an instinct in Luke. “This fight wasn’t merely a childish scuffle, was it?”

Her head snapped up. “I can handle it.”

“Letting me help shoulder the burden isn’t a crime.”

Shifting in her seat, she avoided his gaze. “I don’t need your—”


“I know you don’t,” he interrupted. “But I’m here, so let me help.”

She worried her lip, clearly debating the wisdom of telling him anything. And he couldn’t blame her. He hadn’t earned the right to be her confidante. But in those boys, he’d seen part of himself. Michael and Philip had lived without much of a father, tried hard to be brave, keeping their feelings tucked inside. Luke suspected that led to Philip’s stomachaches and Michael’s attempt to play the role of an adult. He understood these boys because he’d shared the same wobbly foundation. For as long as he stayed, he wanted to help, if he could.

At the same time, a voice inside him marveled at the irony of a man who never got involved sitting on Mary’s sofa pressing to get drawn in. “Tell me,” he said, gentler this time.

She put the cup and saucer on a nearby table and glanced through the kitchen to the backyard, checking on her sons. “One of Michael’s friends accused his father of…” She swallowed. “…being a drunk.”

What a painful thing for a boy to hear, especially from someone he trusted. No wonder Michael had lashed out. “I’m sorry. That had to upset him. Is he all right?”

“Physically, yes, but…” She rose, wrapping her arms around herself. “What his friend did to Michael isn’t the worst,” she said, her gaze filling with misery.

Luke crossed to her side, not touching her, simply offering his presence. “What do you mean?”

“When Michael asked for the truth, I lied.” She looked away. “I couldn’t tell him. I couldn’t destroy that boy’s feelings for his father.”

Mary? Lied? The idea of her lying churned through him. She’d done it to protect her son. Would she perhaps understand why he’d kept silent about his relationship to Ben? No, he couldn’t risk it. He couldn’t budge the lie, a barrier of stone. “If one boy knows, the subject may not be dead.”

Her gaze flew to him. “It’s a chance I’ll have to take.”

“You’re not doing Michael a favor by covering up the truth.” How did he dare to give such advice when he did the same?

“This is my life, not yours. My life and my sons. I can’t, I won’t, tell them about Sam’s drinking.” She planted her hands on her hips. “Right or wrong, the decision is mine. I expect you to honor it.”

“Your secrets are safe with me.”

“I expect they will be,” she shot back, “all the way to New York.”

Her words stung, but then the truth often did. As she’d said, he would leave. And she’d be the one to remain, the one who’d raise her sons, the one who’d deal with the consequences of her choices. Not him.

“I’ll go.” He rose, turning on his heel, and strode toward the door. A sheet of paper fluttered from the tabletop to the floor. Luke reached for it, and noticed the words, Central College of Physicians and Surgeons and below that, Mary’s name. And the first word in the letter. Congratulations.

Mixed emotions warred inside him. A surge of pride at her accomplishment crashed against a wave of concern for her sons, who’d soon have less of their mother’s time. One of those sons was his.

Mary snatched the paper from his hands.

“They accepted you,” he said.

Her mouth thinned, the mouth he’d kissed and wanted to kiss again, but he knew he never would. In a year, maybe two, Mary would join the practice and carry on the legacy her father began. Frank Sloan would remain while Mary attended school. Luke wasn’t needed in the practice. He wasn’t needed here. “That’s quite an achievement.”


She blinked, and her gaze softened. “Thank you. I, ah, expected disapproval.”

How could he explain how proud he was? He hardly understood his reaction himself. “You’ll be a wonderful doctor. I’ve seen how closely you watch procedures at the office, how often I find you reading a medical journal.”

A blush rose to her cheeks. “I have a lot to learn.”

“And a lot to experience. I’ll never forget my first glimpse of a cadaver.” He gave a lopsided grin. “I lost my lunch.”

She laughed, not a robust laugh, but one telling Luke she’d handle whatever came. “I dread that.”

“You’ll get used to it and learn so much from examining the human body.”

She leaned toward him, her eyes shining, sharing his love of medicine, bridging the gap between them. “I’ve been studying the vascular system. The muscles, learning everything I can.”

“The work is exciting.”

“And challenging.”

“In the beginning, I found classes overwhelming. Your life is busy now but nothing compared to the pressure of medical school. Why not wait until the boys are older? When they’re more independent, less apt to feel abandoned?”

“Abandoned?” She took a step back. “You’re not a parent.”

His heart skipped a beat, hoping his face didn’t reveal the truth.

She pointed a finger at him. “How do you know what my sons will feel?”

Luke wanted to shout that he’d felt abandoned as a child—that’s how he knew, but then it occurred to him that his classmates hadn’t reacted the same. The difference between them and him—their parents showed an interest in their sons’ lives. They wrote, came to visit. His had not.

Perhaps Mary could handle medical school and parenting. She’d never hurt her sons on purpose, as his parents surely had.

She paced in front of him, clearly gathering up steam. “I love my sons. I’d never neglect them. You think I haven’t thought this out and planned every step? While you, Luke Jacobs, don’t stick to anything. So don’t lecture me.”

Even from two feet away, Luke could feel her tension. She was right. He hadn’t stuck to one thing, to one place, to one person. For years he’d had no ties, no one in his life who truly mattered. Until now. “I know you wouldn’t harm them. I keep putting the feelings I had as a child onto your sons. I’m the one with the problem. Not you.”

The people he cared most about lived in this house, in this town. No matter how hard he’d tried to stay detached, he’d failed. The admission shook him. But caring didn’t fix the brokenness separating him and Mary.

The back door opened, and Michael and Philip raced inside with Ben tagging along behind.

“Did you come to play with us?” Ben asked, giving Luke a hug around his legs and beaming up at him.

At Ben’s sweet, innocent face, Luke’s breath caught in his throat. If only he could lay claim to his son. He trailed a hand through the boy’s hair. He wanted to say yes but didn’t have the right. “I’m not staying.”

Philip touched Luke’s sleeve. “Hi.”

Overcome by strong feelings of tenderness and protectiveness toward all three of these children, Luke could barely speak. “Hi, guys,” he said, including Michael in his gaze.

Michael smiled. Luke took in the bruises on his face, nothing to be concerned about medically. Had the need to defend his father’s reputation driven this gentle boy to fight? “You’ve got yourself the king of all shiners, there, Michael.”

The boy nodded and then looked away, evidently unwilling to discuss the fight.

“Are you here for supper?” Philip asked.

At her outspoken son’s hospitality, Mary’s jaw dropped.

Luke thrust out a hand. “Oh, no. Your mother wasn’t expecting me. The table’s set for four.”

“Can I put one more plate on the table? Please, Mom?” Philip said, pleading.

Mary looked trapped, caught between her son’s eager invitation and him—a man she wanted gone. Sighing, she nodded toward Luke, then turned and walked into the kitchen.

Face shining, the boy bounced along after his mother. Luke heard the sound of a plate and glass being laid out. Michael joined his brother, and from the clang of metal, Mary’s elder son added flatware.

Mary’s nod hadn’t been much of a summons, yet spending another evening alone held the appeal of Chinese torture. He couldn’t resist the chance to be near Mary, near her sons.

Except the family wasn’t his and never would be.

While Mary mashed the potatoes, he and the boys tromped outside. He tossed the baseball, and the boys took turns at bat, the four of them having a great time.

Mary called them in for dinner, prompting them to wash their hands. Odd, how such a simple request touched Luke, made him feel like he belonged.

That is, until Mary and her sons bowed their heads in prayer, reminding Luke that God must not condone the secret he kept.

Everyone dug into the food. But he didn’t eat. Instead he looked at Mary, watched her lift the fork to her mouth, to her enticing lips, soft, pink. He remembered the moment he’d held her in his arms and kissed her. Nothing on this table, any table, compared to the taste of Mary’s lips.

She met his gaze. Silent communication streaked between them, a message of man and woman, alone and lonely. A blush crept into her cheeks, and she dropped her eyes to her plate.

Obviously, a message she regretted.

Forcing himself to stop looking at her mouth, he tasted the creamy potatoes, tender roasted chicken, sweet corn and tangy home-canned applesauce, a feast. “Everything is delicious. Better than Mrs. Whitehall’s cooking, and I ought to know. I have breakfast at her café every morning.” On those evenings he couldn’t abide the silence in his quarters, he ate dinner there too, but he didn’t say that. He looked around him. “A restaurant isn’t like this kitchen—homey.”

“You can eat Mom’s cooking every day, if—”

“Philip Earl Graves.” His full name and one stern look silenced her son.

Pretending he hadn’t understood Philip’s intent, Luke cleared his throat and glanced to his left. “Your grandfather told me about the fight, Michael. I’m sure you and Jimmy will work it out.”

Michael shrugged. “He’s still mad. So am I.”

“When the bruises fade, maybe the anger will too.”

Michael toyed with his food.

A memory tugged at Luke. Maybe if he told the boy something Michael could relate to, he’d feel better. “I hit someone once.” More than once, but he wouldn’t say that.

His green eyes widened. “You got into a fight with a friend?”

“Worse than that. At about your age, I punched my nanny. Not very hard, but still I did, even though I knew better.”


Philip took a swig of milk and then wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “What’s a nanny?”

“A nanny lives in your house and takes care of you.”

“Why? Did your mother die?”

A lump lodged in Luke’s throat, and he shook his head, avoiding Mary’s gaze. Why had he gotten into this?

Michael looked baffled. “Then why did a nanny live in your house?”

Luke had never been questioned by children before. These two would make dandy prosecutors. “Well, my mother had a busy life. You know, doing things. Anyway, the nanny wouldn’t let me tell my parents good night.”

Ben planted his chin on his folded hands. “How come?”

“They probably had company.” He could still picture the elegant partygoers parading through the house. “Whatever reason I had for being upset, when we don’t like what someone says, we should talk about it. You know, work it out.”

“Instead of hitting.” Michael sighed.

“I learned that the hard way.” Luke grimaced.

Ben gasped. “Did you get a whippin’?”

“No, but besides apologizing to the nanny, I had to muck out the horses’ stalls every day for a week.”

Philip scrunched up his face. “Whew!”

Luke and Mary shared a smile.

“Our mom’s never too busy to tell us good night,” Philip said.

Without realizing it, Philip had gotten to the crux of the matter. Mary and Luke’s parents were worlds apart. Not because of money, or status. His mother and father didn’t understand love. Mary did. She was a wonderful mother and would never let anything make her sons feel abandoned.

Michael’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, and our dad rode us to bed on his back.”


Philip giggled. “I’d shout, ‘Giddy up, horsey!’”

“Your father must have loved you very much.”

Philip sighed. “We miss him.”

The expressions of yearning on their faces told Luke they hungered to talk about Sam. The boys had one loving parent, but the one who’d died clearly left a large void, a void Luke related to.

Mary leapt to her feet, clearing the dishes.

Ben’s lower lip protruded. “I wanna dad to talk about.”

Luke’s heart stopped, then started again. Sudden tears blurred his vision. Head down, he made a big production of smoothing the napkin on his lap. He wanted to take his son into his arms and tell him he not only had a dad but his father loved him with everything he possessed. His shoulders hunched against the compulsion to scoop up Ben, all three of these boys, but mind-numbing uncertainty kept him in his chair.

What could he do to give Ben happy memories of his own? “How about a walk?” Such a small thing hardly atoned for his inability to be a father, but wasn’t it the small things he’d missed in his childhood?

“Can we, Mom? Please!” Philip pleaded.

Mary glanced out the window. “It’ll be dark really soon.”

Ben rose and tugged on Mary’s skirt. “If you hold my hand, I won’t be scared.”

“Let’s hurry.” Michael almost knocked over his chair in his eagerness to go.

Waving a hand at the pile of dishes, the leftover food, Mary remained at the sink. “Go ahead. I’ll stay and clean up the kitchen.”

If only Mary could see this walk as a spontaneous, fun moment for the boys. He laid a hand on the stack of dirty dishes. “When we get back, I’ll help. You know I’m experienced in that area.”


A fleeting smile crossed Mary’s lips. “All right.”

The boys donned jackets and raced to the door. Soon he, Mary and the boys tramped outside, breathing in the cool night air. Beside them, the youngsters chattered about one thing or another. Mary held Ben’s hand but remained largely silent. Nothing as simple as a stroll could dispel the obstacles between them, but he could enjoy the moment. Luke took Ben’s other hand, cradling the soft palm with his own.

The lingering scent of burning leaves and the sounds of night whispered around them. Overhead, the hoot of an owl, the flapping of wings, and underfoot, the crunch of withered foliage. October ebbed. November loomed. The boys talked of bobbing for apples, drinking cider, eating pumpkin pie.

An unexpected ache spread through Luke. He’d never taken strolls with his family. Never found a woman he wanted to share these things with…until he met Mary. A lifetime ago, he and Joseph had shared the same camaraderie that existed between Mary’s boys. These boys took their family for granted. Yet, missing their father, they had a gaping hole in their lives too.

If only Luke had the skills to be a father, but he had the same void in his life. He’d tried to fill it with work, with worthy goals. But nothing compared to feeling cherished.

No matter how much he fought the conclusion with logic, in the deepest part of him, Luke believed his parents’ aloofness stemmed from an unknown lack in him. Perhaps if he’d been more lovable…

They looped back to Mary’s house, cutting off Luke’s dark thoughts. Whatever the cause, the past couldn’t be undone.

Nor could the present. He wouldn’t risk destroying Ben’s wonderful life.


“There’s the Big Dipper,” Michael said, pointing at the sky, “and the Little Dipper. What is that?”

“That’s Orion’s Belt,” Mary said directing Ben’s gaze.

The next thing Luke knew, he lay on his back in the grass, a boy nestled on each side of him, with Mary leaning on her elbows next to Ben, drinking in the constellations. Sharing this moment, Luke’s throat clogged with gratitude and with something more…something new…an overwhelming feeling he could only describe as tenderness. He cared for these people, for Mary, Michael, Philip and Ben. He’d never again delude himself that he could return to New York without leaving part of himself—the good part—behind.

“God hung all the stars in the sky. The sun and moon too,” Mary said softly. “He made a beautiful world for us.”

“The moon has a face. See, Mom!” Ben said, sitting up and stretching his arms as if trying to embrace it.

“Is it God’s face?” Philip said.

“No, but we can pretend it is,” Mary said. Luke heard the smile in her voice. “Because we know God loves us, and we’re never out of His care.” She kissed Ben on his upturned forehead.

Tears blurred Luke’s vision. If only he could look after this family. God, watch over these precious children. Take care of Mary.

Mary rose and pulled Ben up behind her, insisting they needed to go back, breaking the spell. Once they reached the house, she oversaw getting the boys into bed while Luke tackled the dishes. After a while, she joined him at the sink, humming a tune. Before he knew it they sang several songs, ditties they’d known all their lives. Their voices meshed, and the gaiety eased the friction between them.

Mary dried the last dish. “Thanks for giving my sons peace about their father,” she said. “And reminding them fighting isn’t a solution.”

“Maybe you and I need to remember that too.”

Her hands stilled, the dish forgotten. “We aren’t fighting, Luke. We’re just on different paths. You’re leaving, remember?”

The lie he lived put a chasm as deep as the Grand Canyon between them. Unlike these dishes, it was an issue that all the scrubbing in the world couldn’t remove.






Chapter Fourteen
 

In the hour before Addie’s shop opened, Mary sat across from her sister-in-law, enjoying a moment of peace.

Working with coarse thread, Addie attached a feather to the crown of a black velvet hat. “You look as miserable as Fannie when James won’t do her bidding. What’s wrong?”

Looking at Lily’s sleeping face, Mary forced a smile, hoping the turned up corners of her mouth would pacify her sister-in-law. She loved Addie, enjoyed watching her create the beautiful hats sported by most ladies in town. But at the moment, Addie’s probing gaze made her want to dash for the door. “What could be wrong when I’m holding my precious little niece?”

Addie laid down her needle and leaned toward Mary. “Are you falling in love with Luke?”

“Don’t be silly!” Lily stirred and Mary lowered her voice. “We’re…friends.” Though of late, even their friendship was on shaky ground.

“Friends don’t make a person look miserable. Or they shouldn’t.” Addie’s eyes grew dreamy. “But oh, I remember the ups and downs of falling in love. Many a time the face reflected in my mirror appeared downright wretched, well, except when I looked like a daisy in the sun.” Addie laughed. “So don’t be so quick to deny the possibility. Have you seen him outside of the office?”

“He came by the house last night to check on Michael’s eye and stayed for supper. Afterward we took the boys on a walk.”

“Aha, you enjoy his company. I can see it in your eyes.”

“Yes, when we aren’t in opposition.”

“It’s good to share opinions.”

Mary laughed. “You paint a pretty picture, Addie, but Luke’s and my likeness aren’t in your portraits.”

Luke Jacobs kept her off-kilter. For a moment last night when they’d worked side by side in her kitchen singing softly, she’d again imagined what it would be like to have him for her husband. She gulped. How could she consider marriage to a man who was a mystery? For reasons she didn’t understand, she couldn’t share her suspicion with Addie that Luke hid something. Besides, she hadn’t come here to talk about him.

“If I look unsettled, it’s because I’m unsure of what to do.” She laid a hand on Addie’s wrist. “I got accepted.”

“Accepted?”

“I told you I’d applied—”

“Oh! Accepted into medical school?”

Smiling at the joy on her sister-in-law’s face, Mary nodded. “I start classes in January.”

“Congratulations!” Addie dropped the hat and hurried over to give Mary a hug. “I knew you’d get in. You’re bright. Why, you’re practically a doctor already.”

Careful not to disturb Lily, Mary gave her a one-armed hug in return. “I hope attending medical school won’t harm the boys.”

A baffled expression on her face, Addie returned to her chair. “That’s nonsense. It’s not like you’ll leave them for weeks at a time. You’ll be home every night.”


A niggling of doubt slid through Mary. “Well, I will have lots of studying to do and occasionally I may have to stay overnight.”

Addie picked up the hat she’d been working on. “Even so, you’re not abandoning your children. Charles and I will help all we can.”

“You have three children and work two jobs. I can’t let you do that.”

“Mary Graves, it’s high time you allowed someone to assist you for a change.”

“At least my father has Frank Sloan to help in the practice once classes start.”

Addie’s eyes lit. “Maybe two, if Luke is staying. Perhaps he’s planning on settling down with a certain someone.”

Mary rolled her eyes heavenward. Why couldn’t Addie believe nothing of consequence existed between Mary and Luke? They clashed over too much. Luke Jacobs was opinionated and kept people at arm’s length. Not the man for her.

So why did she feel so miserable? “Addie, my life is a mess. I’ve lost control of it.”

“None of us have power over life’s circumstances.”

Yet Mary struggled daily to have that very thing. “I know, but so much has happened that concerns me. I feel like I have my fist stuffed into a hole torn in a dam. I can’t stop the leak, can’t fix whatever is wrong, and have no time to decipher what the problem is.”

“Is Michael worrying you?” Addie said. “William told me about the fight he had with Jimmy Augsburger.”

“Yes.” Mary sighed. “And Philip still complains of stomachaches.”

No matter what, Mary would make herself available to her sons. Help them deal with what troubled them. Another lump lodged in her stomach. With the rigors of school, would she be able to put them first? She’d prayed for guidance but didn’t have insight. Yet. Or did she just not want to accept it? “With all the boys are going through, maybe going to medical school is selfish.”

Addie waved off Mary’s doubts. “Tell me why you want to be a doctor. Besides helping people—you’re already doing that.”

“Lots of reasons. For one, I want to continue my father’s legacy.”

“You’ve got plenty of time to do that.”

“And I want to have something in my own right.” She ran a finger along the silky edge of Lily’s blanket. “Something I earned.”

“That makes sense,” Addie agreed. “I like the feeling of accomplishment I get from my business.”

“Yes, and to never again be dependent on anyone—”

“Don’t you mean dependent on a man?”

Mary shrugged. Sometimes she didn’t understand herself. How could she explain all these conflicting emotions to Addie?

But Addie’s question nagged at her. Perhaps fear of depending on others was at the root of her desire to attend medical school. Sam had let her down a hundred times. If she became a doctor, did she believe she could be, with God’s help, her own pillar of strength?

Lily stirred, blinked and yawned, such a sweet, innocent little thing, totally dependent on her parents to meet her every need. Mary’s sons might be years older, but they, too, depended on her and had problems she hadn’t unraveled.

“Don’t use becoming a doctor as an excuse to go through life alone,” Addie said, tying off and then cutting the thread. “Marriage isn’t losing your independence. Marriage is a partnership.”


Mary’s union had not been a partnership. Maybe with someone else…

A wave of loneliness crashed over her, taking her by surprise. God’s plan for creation to go through life two by two gnawed at her midsection. If only she could find a trustworthy man, a man to share burdens, decisions and emergencies. A man who, by word and example, would train up a child in the way he should go. In many ways, a man like Luke, but Luke ran from commitment. He had no more interest in marrying than she did. He certainly hadn’t jumped at Philip’s proposal.

Frank was interested in her. From what Mary had seen, he was an uncomplicated man free of the issues plaguing Luke. Yes, and also without Luke’s charm.

“I have my sons,” she said softly, tucking a wisp of silken hair behind Lily’s tiny shell-like ear.

“Children grow up. Faster than I want to admit.” Addie’s eyes glistened. “You’re a passionate woman, Mary. Don’t be afraid to fall in love, to marry again one day.”

She couldn’t take that chance, not with her sons’ lives at stake. They were old enough now to see through an attempt to conceal trouble. She could no longer pretend all was well if their world crumpled. “I’ve learned the hard way that marriage isn’t the panacea for happiness. I’m delighted for you and Charles. But I can’t risk that kind of misery with another man.”

“And you think if you’re a doctor, you’ll have the financial independence and the sense of accomplishment, of worth, to fulfill you?” Addie shook her head. “Nothing compares to a good marriage, Mary. I run this shop and write editorials for The Ledger, but none of that comes close to the joy and satisfaction of my husband and children.” She smiled. “You’ve never known what it means to have a man love you above everything and everyone, except his God. I have that with Charles.” Her face glowed with contentment. “I want you to have it too.”

Mary looked away. Addie’s happiness rubbed against her like coarse sandpaper. “The main reason I want to attend medical school has nothing to do with independence. I’ll discover the latest advancements in medicine.” She met Addie’s gaze. “Maybe learn something to explain why a man drank, when he clearly wanted to stop.”

Addie’s eyes clouded. “Sam.”

Tears pricked her eyes. “Sam hated himself for all of the times he let us down.” Her lack of clemency squeezed against her lungs. “Oh, Addie, even after his death, instead of forgiving Sam, I kept on blaming him, keeping the wound of our marriage open and festering.” She sighed. “I blame myself more for not seeing what lay ahead—before I married him, before it was too late.”

“Don’t censure yourself. In the beginning, Sam hid his compulsion to drink.”

By concocting excuses to take patent medicine. Mary swiped at her eyes. “But without Sam, I wouldn’t have Michael and Philip, our two wonderful sons. I don’t know what I’d do without them.”

How often had Mary criticized Sam for drinking, for needing a crutch to handle his past, instead of turning to God for healing? Yet, she hadn’t handled her birth parents’ rejection. How could she blame Sam for not handling the beatings at the hand of the man who gave him life?

Lord, help me forgive. The anger and pain she’d carried all these years fell away. The time for blame had ended. A backbreaking heaviness lifted from her shoulders and a blessed sense of peace slid through her. “It’s taken me far too long, but I finally see Sam did the best he could.”

Addie rose and wrapped her arms around Mary’s shoulders. “I admire you, more than I can say.”


Tears filled her eyes. “Don’t. I’ve been a bitter, unforgiving woman.”

“That’s not true. To forgive you have to heal first, and healing takes time. I know that from my own life, and I’ve seen it with Charles.”

Thank You, Lord, for helping me to heal, to forgive. Thank You for forgiving me, for dying for me, for never letting me go through one single day alone.

“Now, about your boys,” Addie said, as if sensing the need for a change in subject. “Try talking to them. Get their reaction to medical school.” Addie met her gaze. “Maybe you should let your sons see what’s going on behind that brave front of yours. Show your feelings.”

Mary couldn’t expose her sons to all she held inside. She needed to protect them, as a mother should, as she’d always done. Maybe one day…

Right now, other things concerned her. Like how her sons faired. “Luke claims Michael sees himself as the head of the house, trying to shoulder the responsibilities of a man.”

Addie’s face softened. “William behaved like a little old man when he first came to live with us. Chances are, Mary, your sons were aware of the tension in your house. My mother’s unhappiness hurt me, not physically like Sam and Charles’ father’s beatings, but I still paid a price. If only Momma could have explained how the men in her life hurt her. I’d have understood her behavior, and maybe the admission would’ve brought us closer.”

“Oh, Addie, are you saying my sons saw the trouble between Sam and me?”

“I don’t know. But I’m certain of one thing. They’re fortunate to have you for their mother. They feel loved, while I didn’t. Talk with your boys. See if they’ll speak frankly. Pray with them. Pray for them. Charles and I’ll pray for all of you.”


Mary nodded, determined to talk to Philip about his stomachaches and to Michael about taking on a role too big for him. But she couldn’t risk revealing Sam’s drinking, a subject better left closed. They were too young to understand. Besides, she couldn’t bear for them to think ill of their father.

Mary kissed Lily’s forehead and then handed the sleeping baby to her mother. “I’ll talk to them. Thanks for listening.”

On the way home, Mary realized that even with Addie’s support, after talking with her, Mary felt adrift in a world where people walked two by two.

She thought back to yesterday with Luke…and wondered…was it possible to have what Addie spoke of? To have a marriage based on an alliance between a man and a woman, instead of living behind the facade of a happy family?

But then she reminded herself dreams could easily vanish, as hers had with Sam. This time, she’d be like Daniel with King Belshazzar and read the handwriting on the wall. In the case of Luke Jacobs, the writing was crystal clear.

Luke might hold an attraction for her, but he didn’t hold any of the answers.

 

Mary entered the office, hung her coat on the hall tree by the front door and then went in search of her father. She found him in the surgery going through cabinets. “I’m here.”

Henry smiled. “Did you have a good visit with Addie?”

“Yes. Lily’s beautiful and sleeping through the night.”

“In all my years of doctoring, I’ve never seen a more contented baby.” Her father chuckled. “Well, except for a lusty protest upon her arrival.”


“Where is everyone?”

“Luke’s out on a house call. I think Frank’s in the backroom. It’s been a quiet morning.”

“Glad you weren’t swamped while I was socializing.”

Her father put an arm around her. “With three doctors in the practice, there’s no reason you can’t take a break.”

“You do know Luke is leaving, right, Daddy?”

“Well, he hasn’t, now has he?”

Now that Frank had entered the practice, why did Luke stay? Something unnamed inside her tightened, filling her with unease. “I don’t understand that either.”

Her father winked. “I think I do.”

“What are you saying?”

“I have eyes. Luke’s are on you, if you’re within his line of vision.”

Mary glanced into the hall to make sure she had privacy, then turned to her father. “I won’t deny there’s an attraction between us, but something else is there too.” She bit her lip, trying to voice a vague, yet real sense of disquiet about Luke. “I think he’s hiding something.”

Her father’s untamed brows rose. “Like what?”

“I don’t know. I just feel it.”

“Hmm. From what he said, he found the Lord fairly recently. If he doesn’t fully comprehend the forgiveness of God, something in his past may be troubling him.”

Could that explain why Luke talked about his difficult childhood, about his career, but glossed over years in between? “Maybe that’s it.” But guilt didn’t explain why he stayed.

“I’ll have a talk with him. Make it clear a believer’s forgiven, no matter how troubled his past. When a man can’t accept forgiveness, he usually hasn’t forgiven himself.”

That Luke might struggle with regrets as she did pressed against her heart. She might not want to care about this man, but she did. “If that’s true, I hope you can help him.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll be at my desk.”

Outside the backroom, she stopped. Frank sat at the table, sipping a cup of coffee and reading a medical journal. “Good morning.”

The young doctor rose, beaming at her like the noonday sun. “Mary, join me for a cup of coffee during this lull.”

She took in his smiling face, his eager posture. Frank was a good man, open, easy on the eyes, and he was clearly interested in her. He was everything any woman would want. So why didn’t she feel a thing when he was near? Perhaps her lack of response was the most compelling reason for giving him a chance. Her attraction to Sam had clouded her judgment and made her rush into a marriage that had gone wrong. Perhaps if she spent more time with Frank…“Thanks, I will.”

He grabbed the pot off the stove and filled a mug and then placed it on the table. He pulled out her chair and sat beside her, always the perfect gentleman. “I missed seeing your smiling face when I came in this morning.”

“I stopped to see my sister-in-law.”

“Oh, yes, Mrs. Graves. I met her at church. A lovely woman.”

“Yes, she’s more like a sister to me.”

“I know the importance of family. I ought to, with four older siblings, all married, and fifteen nieces and nephews.” He chuckled. “I’m a late-in-life baby. Sometimes I think my parents are still recovering from the shock.”

Mary laughed. “I doubt that. I’m sure they’re proud of you.”

He grinned. “The whole bunch is busting buttons at having a doctor in the family. I come from hard-working, God-fearing farm folk. I worked on the farm for several years before deciding to enter medicine.”


If Frank hadn’t gone directly to college, he was probably about her age. Yet somehow he acted years younger, perhaps because he couldn’t pass a mirror without combing his handsome head of hair. Well, he might be vain, but a man could have worse faults.

“That life made me who I am today. I’m not afraid of long hours, of doing without while I build my career.” He smiled at her. “And I love kids.”

Mary’s stomach tightened. Frank spoke like a lawyer building his case. What was behind such eagerness?

He took a sip of coffee, studying her. “Tell me about you.”

“I’m an only child who grew up under this very roof. As you already know, I’m a widow with three sons.”

“And soon to be a doctor.”

Her fingers tightened on the handle of the mug. “I hope I make it.”

“You will. Any woman who can raise three children, work here and stay involved in the community like you do can handle medical school.”

She smiled. “Thank you.”

He tipped an imaginary hat. “Just stating the facts.”

Sipping her coffee, Mary gazed into Frank’s guileless blue eyes. Nothing about him suggested he had anything to conceal.

What a contrast to Luke.

“How about having dinner with me tonight?”

Her breath caught in her throat. Frank moved fast. But she really should give him a chance. Her sons wanted a father. He’d made it clear he loved children and family. Maybe in time, he’d grow on her. “After being away from the boys all day, I don’t like to leave them at night. Would you care to join us for dinner instead?”

“Yes, I would. Very much.”


“I live a stone’s throw from here.” She scribbled her address on a pad of paper, tore it off and handed it to him. “We eat at six.”

He took her hand and squeezed it. “Thank you, Mary. I look forward to it.”

Luke appeared in the doorway. His gaze dropped to their entwined hands. Mary pulled hers away then chided herself for her reaction. If she wished, she could hold the hand of every man in town. “If you gentlemen will excuse me, I’d better get to work.”

 

Luke frowned as Mary dashed by. He’d obviously interrupted a cozy moment between her and Frank. Isn’t that what he wanted? So why did the sight of Sloan holding her hand bang against every nerve? He turned to go.

“May I speak to you a second?” Sloan asked.

Luke nodded, though at the moment he’d prefer conversing with a rattlesnake.

“I feel like I should ask. Is there anything between you and Mary?”

A connection Luke couldn’t admit. A child they both loved. Luke shoved his response past clenched teeth. “No.”

Sloan smiled. “Good. From the scowl on your face, I was afraid you’d staked a claim.”

“Mary’s not a piece of land up for grabs.” Sloan chuckled, like Luke had made a joke, but he’d never been more serious. “You’ve mentioned a desire to be on staff at the best hospital in the country. You should know Mary loves this town. She wants to take over the practice one day, continuing her father’s legacy.”

Sloan’s self-satisfied smile set Luke’s teeth on edge. “A noble goal, but once Mary discovers a whole world’s out there to explore, she may broaden her sights.”

Remembering Mary’s desire to travel, Luke cringed inwardly. Could she be persuaded to leave? To leave the people she cared about in this town, her father and the legacy she said she wanted to continue?

He hauled in a shaky breath. Perhaps with this dashing fellow she could leave it all behind and never look back.

“I’ll have a chance to discuss it with her tonight. She’s invited me to her house for dinner.”

A muscle worked in Luke’s jaw. He pried open his mouth and said, “If you’re intending to court Mary, I hope you have permanence in mind.”

“Permanence?”

He laid his palms on the table and leaned toward Sloan until they were nose to nose. “Yeah, like a ring on her left hand.”

Frank slid his chair back. “It’s a bit early for that discussion, but I will tell you this much, Doctor, I don’t play games.”

“Glad to hear it.” With that lie fresh on his lips Luke left the room.

The Children’s Aid Society had given him until the end of the month to claim Ben. He couldn’t tear that child out of Mary’s arms nor could he let Ben go. He cared about his son more than he’d ever imagined possible.

Yet he couldn’t stomach the idea of staying and watching Sloan woo Mary.

But to stay, to fight for Mary, he’d have to tell her the truth about Ben. About his past. Once Mary learned he was Ben’s father, and the circumstances surrounding his birth, she’d never forgive him. He’d made his bed.

No one had told him lying in it would be this painful.






Chapter Fifteen
 

In his room over the carriage house, Luke dropped onto his bed. Since the minute he’d arrived in this town, he’d lived a lie. Not in so many words but a lie nevertheless.

He’d done it to protect Ben.

How could he disrupt the boy’s life when he had a good mother like Mary and two brothers who plainly adored him? Why rip him from the safe haven he knew? If Luke accepted his paternity, the Children’s Aid Society had made it clear he’d be expected to raise him.

But he couldn’t be a good father. He didn’t even know what a good father was.

If only he knew that Mary could forgive him for his treatment of Lucy, for keeping his fatherhood secret, then perhaps he could stay, could share his feelings for her. Unlikely as it was, if she could find a way to return those feelings, perhaps they could marry and make a real home.

But that meant settling down. He didn’t know how to forge a family.

What example did he have? Years at boarding schools without one shred of interest from his parents, as a small boy trying over and over again to please them, desperate for one smidgen of approval and failing. Recurring nightmares of Joseph, the brother Luke had loved unabashedly, being ripped from his arms. One scene after another paraded through his mind, each incident filled with rejection or pain. His fists knotted at his sides as anger, guilt and loss galloped through him, eating at his wounds.

Look where loving had gotten him.

Worse, if Mary could find it in her heart to forgive and love him, he’d inevitably let her down. The only thing he excelled at was his work. He thrived in the solitary existence of his lab. There he could make amends for his failure to help his brother, for his failure to do right by Lucy.

At some point, what if he got that itch to leave? Or worse, turned out to be like his father? Harsh, disapproving, distant?

But whether he was prepared to be part of a family or not, once Mary knew the truth, she’d never forgive him. His heart panged in his chest. The best thing to do was to leave town, leave Ben in Mary’s care, a safe, comfortable pocket of happiness.

At the prospect of never seeing Mary and the boys, his throat tightened. It might kill him to go, but by leaving he’d be ensuring Ben had a good life.

 

Mary opened the door, welcoming Frank into her home. He swept a black bowler from his head. Dressed in a suit and tie, he made a handsome figure. “Let me take your hat,” she said, pleased he had the good sense and decorum to wear one. She doubted Luke even owned a hat.

Her sons stood apart, watching with uncertain eyes. Frank ambled over to them, talking about the latest Cincinnati Reds game. The boys followed baseball, and their eyes shone with excitement. She left the room to finish preparations for dinner, certain her sons hadn’t realized she’d gone. Obviously Frank’s experience with his nieces and nephews stood him in good stead with her sons. Normally reticent with strangers, especially men, Michael and Philip took to Frank like fleas to a long-haired dog.

Or perhaps Luke’s coming around had prepared them for Frank.

Too bad he’d ruined her for any other man.

Where had that come from? She didn’t love Luke Jacobs. Barely trusted him, in fact. She’d do well to concentrate on Frank Sloan, exactly what she’d do for the rest of the evening.

Dinner went well. No spilled milk, no squabbles, no whining about the food. When they finished, Mary cleared the table, and the three boys and Frank played dominoes while Mary cleaned up in the kitchen. Frank didn’t offer to help with the dishes but then she hadn’t expected him to. Her father hadn’t done domestic chores and neither had Sam.

Still, a whisper of disappointment ran through her. She couldn’t help but compare Frank to Luke. To compare the entire night to one much like this a week ago. Water up to her wrists, she remembered Luke standing exactly in this spot, doing the same. Her heart twisted for a moment. She wished he was here with her now, with that grin of his and that twinkle in his eye.

Yet Luke held things back, didn’t want permanence. Too much about Luke Jacobs warned her away.

So why couldn’t she put him out of her mind?

 

Luke opened the door to the waiting room, ready to call back the next patient. Normally Mary took care of ushering people into the examining room, but when appointments ran late as they had today, she had to gather Ben and get home before Michael and Philip came in from school. Whenever Mary left the office, he had the weirdest sense of loss. He missed her. Badly.


A woman sat near the outer door holding a baby. According to the schedule, written in Mary’s neat script, that had to be little Quincy Shriver and his mother. Across the way, a man stood in front of the window, his back to the room. The set of his shoulders, the way he held himself all pointed to one man. Thomas Jacobs. Everything within Luke froze.

His father turned to face him. “Hello, Luke.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Not a very warm greeting for your flesh and blood.”

The baby hiccupped, and his mother patted the infant’s back, watching the exchange with unabashed interest.

“Dr. Lawrence is in the examining room, Mrs. Shriver,” Luke said. “Why don’t you and Quincy go on back?”

Once they were alone, Luke strode to where his father stood. Thomas’s gaze roamed the room lined with battered Windsor chairs. The bouquet of asters and pictures of the boys on Mary’s desk didn’t disguise the simplicity of Doc’s waiting room. “I can’t understand how you could leave a prosperous practice—” his hand swept the space “—for this.”

“Small-town practice may not be lucrative, but I find the work satisfying.”

His father smirked. “Ah, you’ve always been the family philanthropist.”

“I’ll ask you again. Why are you here?”

“Your mother and I have come to meet our grandson.”

His parents wanted to see Ben? The punch of his father’s words whacked Luke low in his gut, stealing his breath. That his parents had come all this way to see their grandson was so improbable Luke couldn’t have prepared for it in his wildest imaginings. What motive did they have?

“Your mother’s resting at the Becker House,” his father went on. “She found the trip fatiguing.”


For a well-traveled woman, that hardly made sense. Was she leery of facing Luke after all the bitter words between them, afraid of his reaction? Whatever her reasons were for not accompanying his father didn’t matter. What mattered was protecting his son. “Why do you want to see Ben?”

“I’d think that’s obvious. We’re his grandparents. We should be involved in his life.” The uncomfortable expression on his father’s face gave him away. Thomas knew how ludicrous the claim would sound to Luke.

“You didn’t show the least interest when I told you about Ben’s plight and my intention to track him down.”

“Suffice it to say, we’ve had a tweak of conscience.”

All the pain of the past, the images of Joseph, reared up inside of him. Luke scowled. “That’s kind of new for you, isn’t it?”

Thomas didn’t meet Luke’s gaze. “I prefer seeing it as doing our duty.”

Luke saw no reason to expose his son to his parents, people who didn’t know the meaning of love, who’d carted off their younger son because of his imperfections.

His heart stuttered in his chest. If his parents saw Ben, they’d reveal Luke’s identity and ruin Ben’s life. He had to convince them to leave. “What if I told you Ben had epilepsy? How would you react to your grandson then?”

Dark, wounded eyes lifted to Luke’s. “I’m very sorry to hear that, but that’s all the more reason for us to help. We have the resources—”

“What? To put him in an institution? To do to my son what you did to Joseph?”

His father reached for Luke, but he stood too far away and grasped only air. “No!”

“Keep your voice down.” Luke glanced toward the examining room. “I don’t believe you.”


Thomas waved toward the window. “How can you keep him in this podunk town, when in New York, he can have every advantage?”

Hot waves of fury rushed through Luke’s veins. “The people Ben loves are here. I won’t move him.”

Thomas scowled. “As a doctor I’d think you’d want your son to receive the best care for his disease.”

Luke sighed. “Ben doesn’t have epilepsy.”

His father’s face crumpled. “So that statement was a test? Do you think so little of me?”

Luke didn’t answer. Anything he said would only add fuel to the fire. “I won’t let you see Ben.” He walked to the window, gazing out at the street. “No one knows Ben’s my son, and I insist on keeping it that way.”

“You’ve been in this town for weeks and haven’t claimed the boy?”

Luke whirled to face his father. “I won’t uproot him like…”

They stared at one another for what felt like forever.

“Like we uprooted Joseph? Isn’t that what you mean?” His father pointed a finger at Luke. “Aren’t you the hypocrite? You hammer at us for sending Joseph away. Perhaps you need to take a long, hard look at what you’re doing—denying your own child.”

“By not claiming him, I’m saving him.”

“That’s not how I see it.” His father’s eyes glinted like flint. “I’ll give you twenty-four hours to bring Ben to us. If you don’t, in a town this size, it shouldn’t be difficult to track him down.” With that threat, his father strode out the door.

Luke’s thoughts flitted to an image of Mary hugging the child close. A staggering weight the size of Texas dropped onto his shoulders. He hadn’t spent much time talking to God since he’d arrived in town. If only God was listening.

Lord, I’ve made a mess of things. I’ve kept my identity secret, thinking it was best for everyone, but now, I see my actions are a sin of omission that could ruin Ben’s life.

He had to tell Mary the truth before she got wind of it.

God, help her understand.

That would take a miracle.

 

Luke took in Mary’s rosy cheeks, her green eyes brimming with joy, as she talked about her plan for medical school. This woman, beautiful inside and out, was a rare creature.

He turned to the window, watching the boys cavort in the backyard like puppies, happy and full of life. A normal family lived in this house. A family he’d never had but wanted with a desperation that left him shaken.

Mary saw Ben as a throwaway child, a child like herself. She’d never understand how he could turn his back on his unborn baby. What he must say would destroy the fragile threads of connection between him and Mary. If so, he deserved it, but his son didn’t.

Please, God, don’t let this harm Ben or Mary’s boys.

Luke’s eyes stung. His best intentions—all meant to ensure Ben was well cared for—had led his parents to Ben. He’d ruined everything.

“I told the boys about medical school.”

“How did they react?”

“Michael and Philip thought it was funny that I’ll be going to school like they do. None of the boys exhibited the least bit of concern.” She smiled. “I’ve talked to Carrie Foley. She’ll watch Ben while I go to classes, but come January, she won’t be available on Wednesdays. I feel sure the Willowbys will love having Ben one day a week. It’s all going to work out.”

“I’m glad.”

“You’ll be happy to know I even said no to a request to—” She stopped and shot him an odd look. “What’s wrong?”


Apprehension knotted at his throat, skittered down his spine. Would he be able to get the words out? He swallowed hard, fighting for composure, and then took Mary’s hand in both of his, meeting her perplexed gaze. “I know you’re expecting to receive Ben’s guardianship papers.” He shoved out the words. “They aren’t going to arrive.”

“What are you saying?”

He knew no other way to explain it but to tell her the hard truth. “I’m Ben’s biological father.”

The room stilled as if all the life had been sucked from it. Luke took a step closer, but Mary stumbled away from him.

“What?” Her face paled, oddly devoid of expression. “You’re Ben’s father? How is that possible?” She swayed on her feet. He reached for her, but she slapped at his hand, fending him off. “We’ve worked side by side, I’ve had you in my home, we’ve shared our thoughts and you’ve kept such a secret from me. I trusted you,” she said, her voice rising. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wanted to protect Ben.” He hadn’t just been protecting Ben. He’d wanted to keep Mary’s good opinion, but by waiting, by living this lie, he’d ensured she’d never forgive him.

“Don’t you mean, protect your secrets? Isn’t that what’s happened since you came to town, Luke? You’ve kept one secret after another.” She shoved out a hand. “You’ve lied to me!”

“Can’t you see? Once I saw how happy Ben was, what a good mother you are, how much he loved Michael and Philip, I couldn’t tell you. Couldn’t risk ruining what Ben has here.” He reached for her hand. “You of all people should understand why. He’s happy, Mary. I couldn’t tear him from that.”

Her eyes misted. “If that’s true, why are you telling me now?”


He sucked in a breath. “My parents are in town. They’re insisting on seeing Ben.”

“See him?” She lurched to the sofa and sank into it as if her legs gave way. “Or take him?” Tears filled her eyes. “If they’re determined, with their money, you can’t stop them.”

“I won’t let that happen. I promise.”

“Why should I believe you?” she asked. Behind her the fire hissed, as if deriding him too.

He knew, before Mary opened her mouth, what question was coming. The one he hoped not to answer. The one that would reveal him to be a man without a heart, without the guts to do the job God had given him.

“After what you went through, how could you abandon your own child in an orphanage?”

The words hung in the air, caught in the ticking clock, the heavy silence between them. Luke examined his heart, searched his mind for an answer Mary would understand, but came up empty. What words could he offer to a woman who’d been abandoned as an infant that would ever justify his sin?

“I didn’t know Ben was in an orphanage.” Mistrust pooled in Mary’s eyes. It was true—you reaped what you sowed, and he had sown a bad path in those years. “I barely knew Lucy, Ben’s mother. When she told me she was pregnant, I didn’t want to marry her, to hitch my life to someone who clearly was the wrong woman. And to raise a child when I…” His voice trailed off. “Lucy didn’t want me either, but she did want money, so I took the easy way out. I paid her off, shutting that door to my past, or so I thought.”

Mary’s silence became his judge and jury. She stood as if seeing him for the first time, as if she again saw him as nothing but a peddler, here to steal the townspeople’s money and their misguided trust.


He had to get the ugly truth out, all of it. “Ben’s mother died from complications a few days after his birth. Without family to help her, she did the only thing she could do and placed the baby in an orphanage. I had no idea until—”

“Ben is your child, Luke! Your flesh and blood.” Her gaze went to the portrait of Philip and Michael on the mantel. Her features softened with love. “How could anyone give away their child? Pay for him to go away?”

Tears stung his eyes. “I was a different man then, Mary. That’s before I’d found God.”

She turned away from the portrait, the warm fire blazing in the hearth, her face cold, erecting an icy wall between them. Luke shivered.

“Are you a different man, Luke? You lied to me. You lied to your own son. All to protect the life you have.” Her eyes flared, and she pointed an accusing finger at him. “You wouldn’t want to inconvenience yourself with a family, now would you?” she said, her words laced with scorn.

“You don’t understand. I’m not the kind of man who should have a family.”

“I’d begun to trust you.” Her voice broke. “To care about you. You’ve broken that trust.”

He reached for her, tried to take her hand. “I’m sorry.”

Her eyes hardened like jade. “Sorry doesn’t change what you’ve done.”

“I promise I won’t uproot Ben.”

“I don’t believe anything you say. Please leave.”

With Mary’s words slashing at him, Luke walked out. In many ways, having the truth out in the open was a relief. He no longer had to watch every word he said. He’d grown up keeping secrets, but could Mary be right? Did he possess the same cruelty as his parents, who’d shuffled off a son who was an inconvenience?

A sob escaped his throat. He didn’t know himself at all.


But the bleak, aloof look in Mary’s eyes left no doubt in his mind. Any feelings Mary had for him had died, along with her trust.

 

Luke left Mary’s and strode to Doc’s office, closed at this hour. Days ago he’d told Henry about Joseph, shared the years of regret over his brother’s suffering. Henry had understood and joined Luke’s quest for a medicine to control epilepsy. He’d taught Luke how to relate to patients. He’d pushed him to fight Sloan in his blatant campaign for Mary’s affections. Doc had been Luke’s champion.

And now he had to expose who he was to this man, who’d been like a father to him but who would surely despise him now. Still, he couldn’t regret the existence of his precious son whose arrival on this earth should’ve been cause for celebration and wasn’t.

Inside the office, he saw no sign of Sloan and heaved a sigh of relief. He found Doc in the surgery, cleaning instruments.

One look at Luke’s face and Doc ushered him to a seat, then pulled a chair up beside him. “What’s wrong?”

The words flowed out of Luke. He didn’t gloss over one horrid truth. When he’d finished, Doc sat unmoving. Luke waited for his censure.

At last Henry met Luke’s gaze. “I thought something was bothering you but never imagined this. I’ll admit it’s thrown me.” His normally mellow eyes bored into him. “How’s Mary?”

“She’s furious and frightened that my parents will take Ben. I’ll never let that happen.”

Doc’s lips flattened. “You’ve hurt my daughter. I warned you about doing that.”

Luke’s gaze found the floor. “I’m sorry. I never meant to. But it’s too late to mend things between us.”


“Perhaps things aren’t as dire as you believe.”

Luke’s throat clogged. “She ordered me out of her house.”

“Mary’s disillusioned with you for not taking responsibility for your son. And rightly so.” Doc leaned toward him. “Your mistakes have impacted Ben. All of us.”

Luke nodded, sucking in air filled with the scent of antiseptic and soap. If only he could be cleansed as easily as the instruments now drying across the way. Inside he felt dirty. Unworthy. Rotten to the core. “I wish I’d been a better man.”

“So you found God after this?”

“Yes. But that cuts no ice with Mary. If I’d claimed Ben immediately, she might’ve found it in her heart to forgive me. But I didn’t feel fit to be a father to Ben.” He rubbed a hand over his eyes. “I still don’t.”

“Do you believe any man feels qualified for such a role? The day Susannah found Mary on our doorstep we were suddenly thrust into parenthood. Mary doesn’t know this, but the timing wasn’t good. I’d just opened my practice. We didn’t have two nickels to rub together. God chose that uncertain time to give us our daughter.” He leaned back in his chair and smiled. “It was exactly the right time. Still, I remember the sense of inadequacy.”

“But even so, you took on the responsibility. I shirked it. Perhaps Mary is right. I see Ben as an inconvenience.”

“Isn’t it possible you’re just scared? You’ve had no example of fatherhood. If you’re looking for guidance, look at Jesus’s life, at His relationship with His Heavenly Father and with His earthly parents. Everything you need is in the Bible.” He rubbed his chin. “Give my daughter some time to think about this.”

“You have wisdom, Doc, but no concept of Mary’s anger. I’ve not only lost her trust, but I’ve lost her respect. I should’ve told her immediately.”


Doc’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure about that.” He spoke slowly like waiting for his mind to send each word. “What would that have done? Forced you to take Ben right then and there? You were a stranger. Ripping him from his family would’ve been horrible. Or perhaps you’d have told her but then left without getting to know your son. That would’ve been a loss for both of you.”

Luke hadn’t thought through the consequences of claiming Ben right off.

“Not that I’m making excuses for deceit, Luke. But knowing what I do about your brother, about your childhood, about your concern for Ben’s health and welfare, I can see you were in a tough spot.” He laid a hand on Luke’s arm. “You and God need to have a long talk.”

“I’ve asked God to forgive me for what I did to Lucy and my son, for not telling Mary the truth, but that won’t fix this mess.”

“No, but it fixes things between you and God. Never doubt He forgives a contrite heart. We humans find it difficult to forgive, not God.” Doc tightened his grip on Luke’s arm. “Right now things look bleak, but God has a way of bringing good out of bad. I’m praying for you, praying for my daughter and grandsons. Sometimes that’s all we can do.” Doc released his hold and gave a gentle smile. “God has a plan for our lives, even yours.”

“What plan are you speaking of?”

“Why, the plan that brought you to Noblesville. You’ve told me about Joseph, how his death caused you to pursue medicine.”

Luke frowned. “What does that have to do with my coming here?”

“Plenty. Joseph’s suffering lit a fire in you. I suspect what happened to your brother made you look for Ben. You had to ensure Ben didn’t wind up like Joseph. Am I right?”


Luke nodded.

“So, you came looking for Ben, peddling your remedy.” Doc rose and plucked a bottle of Luke’s remedy from the cabinet. “This has improved the quality of people’s lives. You’ve become important to people in this town. To me. To Mary and the boys. All this happened because of Joseph.”

Luke’s gut knotted. “If that’s God’s plan, I’ve botched it. And I still haven’t found a remedy for epilepsy.”

“All in God’s time.”

The past couple of weeks Luke had pulled out the Bible in his nightstand drawer. He’s read a great deal about God, learned more about His patience. His justice. His power. His love. Hope roiled through him. Could God work this out?

Doc placed the bottle on the table in front of him. “Your quest is honorable, Luke, but finding medicines isn’t enough. Not for a man who loves God. Fight for what matters. Fight for your son. Fight for Mary. In doing so, you’ll find your heart—and God’s plan.” He rested a hand for a moment on Luke’s shoulder and then slipped out of the room.

Alone, Luke closed his eyes and leaned against the back of his chair. His throat knotted.

Could God bring good out of bad?

His gaze moved to the bottle. In his mind, he saw Mary opposing him that first day. As if she’d instinctively known he meant nothing but trouble in her life. In Ben’s. Doubt coiled through him, weighed down his limbs until he couldn’t move.

No matter what Doc had said, his medicine reminded Luke of failure. He’d found no cure for epilepsy. He didn’t have the money to build a refuge for those afflicted with the disorder. And he’d let Mary down. He’d let down his son. Worst of all, he’d opened the door to his parents who were capable of anything.

He gave the bottle a shove, harder than he meant to. It toppled, sliding across the table and disappearing off the edge, hitting the floor, splattering liquid and shattered glass in every direction.

A mess. Exactly what he’d made of his life.

 

Mary sat in the back of Addie’s shop while her sister-in-law brewed tea. Tears stung the back of her eyes, but she forced them away. Luke was leaving. She was sure of it. How right she’d been when she’d accused him of not being able to get involved. He didn’t deserve her tears. He’d let her down, as Sam had.

The feelings she’d tamped down all her life, the pain of abandonment, throbbed anew in her. Something must exist in her, something ugly, detestable, that made the men she cared about discard her, either in the flesh, or inside a bottle. What difference did it make?

She’d learned her lesson, or so she’d thought, but apparently some lessons didn’t stick.

No more.

She’d never, ever trust a man again.

How could she? Under her skirt Mary’s foot jiggled up and down, resisting the urge to grab her sons and run as far from Luke Jacobs and his parents as she could get.

She’d prayed, trying with every particle of her being to release Ben’s life to God, but fear kept its solid hold on her. Perhaps her sister-in-law could give her hope to cling to.

Addie set a steaming cup of tea in front of Mary. “William and Emma are upstairs. They’ll be disappointed you didn’t bring their cousins.”

“I took the boys to the Foleys’. I can’t stay long.”

“I can tell you’re upset. Has something happened between you and Luke?”

Tears filled Mary’s eyes. “More than you can imagine.”


“And none of it good.”

A rubber band tightened around Mary’s throat, tensing her neck muscles, shooting pain into her head. “Luke is…Ben’s father.”

Addie gasped then dropped into her chair, watching her intently. “How? Who?”

Mary clasped her hands tightly in her lap as she related the details. When she finished, Mary took a deep breath. An innocent little boy faced a horrifying prospect she’d never experienced and couldn’t imagine, being ripped from the arms of those he knew and loved. Again. “Oh, Addie, Luke claims he won’t take my precious boy.” Her words ended on a sob. “But how can I trust him?”

“But the Children’s Aid Society awarded you guardianship—”

Mary bit her lip to quell its trembling. “That was before Luke showed up, looking for his son.”

“I can’t imagine he’d take Ben from you.”

“He says he won’t, but he has a legal right to Ben. Worse, even if he doesn’t claim Ben, his parents are in town and may fight for custody.”

Addie’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m so sorry.”

“I haven’t told the boys that Luke is Ben’s father.” She rubbed her temples. “At some point we’ll have to tell him.”

She took her sister-in-law’s hand. Asking for help hadn’t been her way, but when it came to her children…“Pray, Addie. Pray for my boy.”

“I will. So will Charles.”

“Ben will probably be thrilled Luke is his father until he realizes Luke plans to leave him behind. Or worse, take him to New York. Either way, it will break Ben’s heart.”

Please God, if it’s Your will, let me keep my son. Her breath caught and tears flooded her eyes. She had to put Ben first. Help me to want whatever is best for Ben.


“If Luke says he won’t take him, believe him. He wouldn’t lie about something that important.”

Mary jumped to her feet and paced the room. “His entire life has been a lie since the moment he drove into town.”

“I’d hoped…” Addie choked back a sob. “I thought he loved you.”

Mary laughed, the sound hollow and sad. “I’ve been such a fool, Addie. I fell for him. Fell hard.”

Fell for another charmer.






Chapter Sixteen
 

Luke stood in Mary’s living room, the tension so thick he could cut it with a scalpel, no, more like an ax. The sense of belonging he’d felt here had vanished. He’d probably never find it again, like dropping a rare coin into a churning sea.

The faint aroma of the evening meal lingered in the air, a meal he’d not been invited to share. In the hall, the ticking of the grandfather clock drummed at him, a relentless reminder that his parents cooled their heels at the Becker House. That in less than a week he had to make his decision about Ben.

If only he knew what would be best for his son.

He glanced at Mary. The glint in her eyes, her rigid posture and icy demeanor proved she merely tolerated his presence for Ben’s sake. His gaze moved to his son. Ben looked innocent, happy and full of life, but in a matter of minutes, he and Mary would reveal Luke’s fatherhood. How would his son react to hearing the truth? Would the admission of yet another secret add to Michael and Philip’s problems? Dread settled in his limbs.

Lord, help us do this.

Mary sat on the couch, all three boys crowded in beside her, leaving not one inch of room between them. If the situation wasn’t so serious, Luke would have enjoyed the boys’ adoration of their mother. Steeling himself for what he must do, Luke forced his body into motion, pulling up a chair in front of them.

“We need to…talk,” Mary began.

Michael sighed. “We’ve forgotten to do our chores. Right?”

“No, ah…what we have to tell you…” Luke swallowed hard, turning to Mary, seeking her help with words that would not come.

The troubled look in her eyes reflected his disquiet. With trembling hands, Mary cupped Ben’s chin, meeting the boy’s gaze. “Ben, I have something to tell you that’s going to surprise you at first. Something about your father.”

Ben’s big brown eyes widened. “I don’t have a dad.”

Reaching across the space between them, Luke took Ben’s smaller hand in his. “Actually, you do.” All three boys stared at Luke as if he’d grown two heads. “I’m…your dad.”

The words had been hard to say, had torn at him, reminding him of how much he’d failed this boy. But now that Luke had said them, he wanted to keep saying them. I’m Ben’s dad. Ben’s dad.

“But dads live with kids.”

Mary cringed, her eyes bleak. She probably worried Luke would do that very thing. Why must this put him and Mary at odds? They both loved Ben.

The backs of Luke’s eyes stung. “Most of the time they do, but not always.”

Ben screwed up his face in thought, struggling to understand Luke’s claim. “You’re my dad?”

Luke nodded.

A smile took over Ben’s face, and he leapt from the sofa onto Luke’s lap, throwing his arms around Luke’s neck. “You’re my dad!” He turned to Michael and Philip, who watched with wide, startled eyes. “Luke’s my dad!”

Michael frowned, his dumbfounded expression twisting into one of resentment. Philip stared at Luke with accusing eyes. Was he remembering the time he’d asked Luke to marry his mother?

Ben leaned back, gazing up at Luke, eyes shining with adoration. Then his brow furrowed and he cupped his hands around Luke’s jaw. “You didn’t tell me. How come?”

Mary’s gaze drilled into him, striking every nerve. A lump rose in his throat. How could he explain his past to a child? “I should’ve told you sooner. I didn’t mean to hurt you, any of you,” he said, more to Mary than to Ben. “I heard you were in an orphanage and had been sent out here on the train.” Luke stroked Ben’s hair. “I came to find you, but when I saw you were happy, I didn’t want to ruin the family you have with Mary and Philip and Michael.”

Pulling away from Luke, Ben raced to Mary and buried his face in her lap. “I don’t want to leave my mom,” he said, his words muffled in the folds of her skirt, but plain enough to stab at Luke’s heart.

Michael jerked to his feet and pivoted to his mother. “You said Ben would always live with us. You lied!”

“I didn’t tell a lie, Michael. Ben will always be—”

“I won’t take Ben from you.” Luke met Mary’s eyes now brimming with tears. “In a few days, I’ll be going back to New York.”

Ben whirled toward him, his face crumpling. “You don’t want to live with me?”

Tears slid down Michael’s cheeks. “Everybody lies in this family.” He swatted a hand at Mary. “You lied about Ben, and you said my father was a good man and he wasn’t.”


Before Mary could react, Michael darted out the back door, slamming it behind him.

Mary started to rise when beside her Philip groaned, clutching his belly. “My stomach hurts.” She reached for him, but he shrugged away and trudged down the hall toward his bedroom.

Ben wheezed and huddled beside Mary, her face ashen, his head buried in her lap. She met Luke’s gaze, her eyes hard and cold. What had he done to this family?

“I’ll get his medicine.” Mary handed Ben to Luke and hurried to the kitchen.

Hugging Ben close, Luke moved to the sofa, then sat the boy on his lap, cradling the wheezing child in his arms. “Don’t be frightened, Ben. I’d never take you away from your mother and brothers.” Luke sought words to comfort his son, to calm his fears and ease his breathing. “Everything will be all right. I’ll visit you. And when you’re older maybe you can come to New York to see me.”

The hollowness of his assurances stung at the back of Luke’s eyes.

Mary returned. “I’ve put a kettle of eucalyptus water on the stove. It’s already starting to boil.”

“The steam will ease your breathing, Ben.” Luke glanced at Mary. “Do you need me to help?”

“Don’t you think you’ve done enough?”

Her meaning was clear. Luke handed Ben to Mary, took one last look at the two of them and then strode out the door. Inside he felt dry, hollow, a shell of a man. He’d thought nothing would ever hurt him as much as watching Joseph die. But to watch a family disintegrate in front of his eyes hurt far worse.

Because this time the fault of the demise lay at his feet. And his alone.

He wasn’t a man who could be trusted with such a monumental job as parenting. Luke knew, oh, he surely knew how easily that job could go awry. How a child could pay the price for a father’s mistakes.

He refused to let that happen to Ben. Even as walking away tore a hole in his heart so large and so jagged, he knew it would never heal.

He loved the boy, loved him more than life itself. Fierce longing for Ben, for Mary and her sons knifed through him. But he couldn’t be their father or Mary’s husband. He’d leave that job to Sloan.

With Frank, they’d have a safe, comfortable life. He must do all he could to see that Mary had happiness, the life she deserved.

 

Ben’s breathing had stabilized, and he slept peacefully. With her older boys preparing for bed, Mary slid off the sofa to her knees, propping her elbows on the cushion, gripping her hands in supplication. “God, I entrust all those I love, my very life to You.” She took a deep, cleansing breath. “Give me the words to talk to my hurting sons.”

Philip’s most recent stomachache undoubtedly stemmed from his world once again shifting beneath his feet. If only she knew what other worries beset her son.

Luke had been right. Anxiety caused her son’s stomachaches. She couldn’t continue to coddle Philip and ignore what made him sick. Nor could she deny Sam’s compulsive drinking and allow Michael to face accusations on his own. If she hoped to help her sons, she must talk to them.

She’d learned her lesson in the last two days. Keeping secrets only meant they’d leap out at the worst possible moment and hurt the people you loved most. The days of avoiding tough problems had ended.

The boys tramped into the room wearing their pajamas. Perhaps under the night sky, they would feel God’s presence more clearly. Mary suggested they don jackets and head to the back porch. Outside, the wind had kicked up, and dark clouds scuttled across the sky. In the distance, a storm was brewing. Odd for October but somehow fitting with the turmoil inside her.

Mary plopped onto the steps. Philip cuddled beside her, but Michael scooted as far away as the support post allowed.

She kissed Philip’s forehead, close to his cowlick, inhaling the soapy fresh scent of his skin. She’d given him a dose of Luke’s medicine earlier. “How are you feeling, sweetheart?”

“I wish Luke was my dad too.” Philip’s sorrowful tone banged against Mary’s heart.

“What difference does it make? He’s going to leave,” Michael said, his eyes accusing.

“Luke cares about you and Michael. It’ll all be fine. Just wait and see.” If only she believed what she’d said. Maybe she should put off this discussion until her sons had time to adjust to Luke being Ben’s father.

Coward. No, she had to act.

“You know, Philip, you’ve had stomachaches a long time…ever since your father died.” She gave him a squeeze. “I want to help.”

Philip’s gaze found the wooden planks of the porch floor. His hands twisted in his lap. Mary ran her fingers through her son’s silky hair. “You don’t have an illness, but something is making your stomach hurt. Maybe if we talk, we’ll understand what’s bothering you.” Philip leaned into her, avoiding her suggestion. Mary bit back a sigh and looked at her other hurting son.

Elbows on his drawn-up knees, chin resting in his hands, Michael stared into the darkness beyond. Even in the soft light from the kitchen window, he looked glum.


“How are things with you and Jimmy, Michael?” Mary asked softly.

“Jimmy still says Daddy was a…” He stopped, most likely unwilling to speak the word in front of his brother.

“It’s okay. You can say the word here with your family.” She tilted Michael’s chin with her fingertips. “How are you handling what Jimmy says?”

Michael sighed. “I can’t keep hitting him.”

“No, hitting doesn’t solve a thing.” Did the boys remember Sam’s drinking? Had she deceived herself about their innocence? Her heart squeezed. Children were perceptive, even small children.

Mary reached out and gathered her elder son close, wrapping his narrow frame in the circle of an arm. This time he didn’t resist. “It’s true. Your father…” She took a deep breath. “…drank…a lot.”

Turning to her with condemning eyes, Michael jerked away. “I knew you lied.”

Mary’s hands turned icy. “I thought you weren’t old enough to understand, but I was wrong and I’m sorry.” She looked first at Michael, then at Philip. “Do you think you’re both old enough to talk about this?”

They nodded—their expressions solemn, looking at her, hanging on to her words.

“You’re right. I haven’t been honest with you. I’m very sorry about that.” She took a deep breath. “God wants me to tell the truth, and I want that too. But honesty isn’t always easy, especially when the truth is hard to hear.”

Mary’s own words stabbed at her self-righteous condemnation of Luke. She’d railed at him for living a lie when she’d done the same for most of her adult life. But her boys needed her now. Thoughts about what to do about Luke would have to wait.


Michael’s face twisted, struggling not to cry. “Why was Daddy a drunk?”

Not wanting to speak the words, she bit her lip, but say them she must. “Daddy was trying to forget,” she said, barely able to push them past her clogged throat.

A puzzled look came over Philip’s face. “Forget what?”

“His childhood.”

Philip’s mouth gaped. Mary knew her son had no idea a home could be a scary place. How much should she tell them?

Lord, give me wisdom. Give me the words.

No need to tell these sweet boys their grandfather, Adam Graves, hit and kicked and threw his wife and two sons against walls, breaking their bones, leaving them with gashes and bruises, evidence of abuse no one questioned. “Daddy’s father wasn’t a nice man.” Please, Lord, don’t let this knowledge damage my sons. “He hurt Daddy, not only on the outside but on the inside too, deep in his heart and soul.”

She pushed back the hair dipping over her son’s forehead. Michael’s bruises from his fight with Jimmy had faded. She mustn’t say anything to justify Sam’s drinking. To do so might lead her sons to find answers for tough situations in the bottom of a glass.

Nor had her attempt to do it all, to give her all, hiding behind a facade of perfection, solved anything in her life. She’d buried herself alive in good works, in causes, covering up the root of her problem—a sense of failure.

She’d failed Sam.

Yet her sons had not. She must make them see they’d had no part in their father’s behavior. She looked into Michael’s eyes. “The important thing you and Philip need to know is none of Daddy’s drinking was your fault. You didn’t cause it. You couldn’t have stopped it. You are wonderful sons, and I’m proud of who you are, so very proud. Your dad had problems, but he was proud of you too.” She kissed their furrowed brows. “And he loved you both very, very much.”

A sob escaped Michael’s throat. “I loved him.”

“Me too,” Philip said.

Mary smiled. “Never stop loving your father’s memory, precious boys.”

Philip sighed. “Why can’t Luke be our dad?”

The sky lit with a bolt of lightning. A few moments later, thunder answered. How should she respond to Philip’s question? Why had Luke come into their life? How could she sort this out for her sons when she didn’t understand it herself?

“Ben’s scared Luke will take him away from us,” Michael said.

What assurance could she give when she feared the same?

“I’m scared…you’ll die,” a small voice said beside her.

Mary’s stomach lurched. Was this the cause of Philip’s stomachaches? The fear he’d lose her as he had his father? She’d not allow this to fester. “I’m not going anywhere, sweet boy,” she said, running a finger down Philip’s nose, tapping the tip playfully.

Giggling, the tension in Philip’s shoulders eased, and he tucked himself closer to her side.

“What about Ben?” Michael said.

She kissed the top of Michael’s head. “Luke promised he won’t take Ben away, and I believe him.”

“You do?” Philip said.

A deep certainty filled Mary. Luke would never hurt these children. If only she knew his parents wouldn’t claim Ben. “Yes, I do. I’m positive.” She took a deep breath. “I want you boys to know there’ll be scary times in life. God is with us during those times, even when nothing is truly scary except our thoughts. Talk to me when you’re frightened. And talk to God. He’ll help you.”

Michael touched her hand. “Will God stop bad things from happening?”

“The Bible says we’ll all have troubles in this life. But we don’t go through those problems alone. God loves us. He’s merciful. He will give us strength and a way out.”

Though she doubted they fully comprehended what she’d said, they nodded. Their expressions were solemn, tranquil. She gathered them closer, holding them tight, hoping they’d found a way to handle their worries.

Soon her sons chattered about school, leaving Mary to her thoughts. She prayed the floodgates had opened and she and her sons could talk openly and honestly. No hiding. From the calm way they accepted the truth, she sensed God had given them His peace. When the time felt right, she’d share her own adoption. She’d dropped the curtain. What lay underneath hadn’t been as hard on her sons as she’d feared.

Tonight was a new beginning. She didn’t know where the road ahead would lead. Or who would walk with them on that path. But it was enough to know God did.

 

A sudden downpour was Luke’s only companion as he walked the streets, debating the wisdom of returning to New York. He thrust the collar up, trying to slow the rain coursing down his neck, and replayed his parents’ insistence that he take custody of Ben, that the responsibility to rear his son was his, not some stranger’s. As if Ben, Mary and her boys weren’t knitted together like a well-made afghan.

In his mind, he saw the hurt in the boys’ eyes. What had transpired after he’d left Mary’s? Had the steam treatments eased Ben’s asthma? Had Mary given Philip a dose of his medicine? How had she dealt with Michael’s anger?


He knew only one way to find out.

With an occasional streetlamp and flashes of lightning to guide him, Luke marched toward Mary’s. A huge gust of wind slammed into him, lifting the hair plastered to his head. He pushed on, fighting for each step, fighting his parents’ words warring inside him.

Though he had huge qualms about his ability to be a father, intellectually he agreed the responsibility for Ben rested with him. To do his duty by Ben meant taking his son out of Mary’s home.

If he took Ben to New York like his parents wanted, he’d destroy Mary and her sons. Ben, too.

If he left town, leaving his son behind, he’d hurt Ben. And himself.

If he stayed in town to be close to Ben, his presence would be a roadblock to Mary’s chance at happiness with Sloan.

Lord, give me wisdom. I don’t know what to do.

 

Without the energy to prepare for bed, Mary sat in her living room, her Bible in her lap. After a story and prayer, her sons had nestled under the covers without complaint. All three boys slept peacefully. Outside, rain beat against the windows and the wind howled, matching the storm raging within her. Tired or not, Mary doubted she’d get a moment’s rest with the image of Ben, torn between his allegiance to her and his desire for a father, for Luke, stuck in her mind.

Soon, Luke would walk out of their lives. Tears found their familiar path down her cheeks. Her poor boys. First losing Sam, now Luke.

Well, they’d cope. For her sons’ sakes, so would she.

She’d done it before. But this time would be harder. Because foolishly, this time, without realizing it, she’d clung to the hope until the bitter end.


Lord, You know our every need. Give us Your peace and comfort.

God would see them through. Hadn’t He already? After everything they’d heard and seen that night, Ben’s breathing had eased. Philip hadn’t needed another dose of medicine for his stomach. Perhaps he’d put his trust in God, as she had.

In the pages of her Bible, she found verse after verse commanding her to forgive. She’d accused Luke of lying, but hadn’t her entire life been a lie? Luke had kept silent to protect Ben as she’d done for Sam. She lifted her face heavenward. Lord, I’ve accused Luke of lying when I’ve done the same. Help me to find the words to ask his forgiveness.

She had forgiven his omission, but she didn’t believe Luke was a man who could settle down. Who could ever put her and the boys ahead of the thing he did best—running.

Luke needed to change, to get over his fear of being a father.

Perhaps if he did—

A knock brought her to her feet. Who could that be at this time of night?

She swiped at her eyes with both hands, then fighting the wind, opened the door.

Luke stood on the other side, his jacket drenched, his face carved with remorse. Seeing him filled her with weak-kneed yearning yet profound wariness. Her conflicting feelings about Luke churned in her stomach. She took a step back. Why had he come?

“Mary,” he said, her name half whisper, half groan.

She resisted the urge to take him in her arms. Instead she reached for his coat. He shrugged out of it, then brushed past her, awakening every cell in her body. She wanted his touch, wanted his arms around her. Wanted him.


The knowledge sliced through her. No, she wouldn’t love Luke Jacobs, a man she might be able to forgive, but a man she could never trust. Still she knew what he’d endured as a child and couldn’t turn her back on him.

“Are the boys all right?”

Mary nodded. “They’re asleep.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for lashing out at you earlier. For judging you. That was wrong.”

“Can you forgive me for what I’ve done?”

She gave him a weak smile. “I’m working on it.”

His gaze roamed her face. “I’ve been worried about you,” he said softly. “I took a walk and saw your light.”

A walk in this weather? “As you can see, I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

Mary didn’t want to admit her weariness, but a sudden need to sit down sent her toward the sofa. With gentle hands, Luke turned her around to face him. He had solidness she yearned to lean on, strength she needed, but she held herself erect. “Why are you here?”

He ran a palm along her jaw. “I won’t let you push me away like there’s nothing between us.”

She took a step back. “What exactly is between us, Luke?” she said, her voice quaking. “Except a little boy we both love and a tower of distrust.”

His eyes, the gaunt paleness of his face, revealed his anguish. “You think that doesn’t haunt me?”

Mary crossed to the living room window, seeing her contorted features in the rain-streaked glass, a weeping face, or so it appeared. But she’d wept bucketsful and had no more tears.

“Don’t shut me out.”

“I can’t risk caring for another whirlwind of a man whose charm knocks me off my feet, only to discover he’s running from his past. No, you’re not hiding inside a bottle, like Sam, but hiding nevertheless—in a lab, behind a quest, whatever excuse you use, the result is the same.”

He laid a hand on her arm. “I care about you. You must believe that.”

She shook her head, feeling those stubborn tears brimming to the surface, refusing to shed them. Refusing to let him know how much he affected her. Refusing to admit when he left, she’d lose part of herself. “If you’re truly leaving Ben here with me, you can go now. Back to New York.” She wheeled on him. “Unencumbered.”

As if her words were a slap, his face flashed three shades of red. “Can you tell me that isn’t what you want too?” He took a step forward, closing the gap between them, invading the air she breathed. “Isn’t it easier this way, for both of us?”

When it came to men, she had held herself apart, tried to stay detached. Since Sam. To get involved meant taking a risk. Leaping into uncharted waters. Mary had experienced the sharp rocks looming beneath that water. She couldn’t let down her guard. Especially not with this man. Better to step away.

Sudden insight pressed on her lungs. She and Luke were very much alike—two hurting people unable to give their hearts. Luke had grown up in a cold, pitiless family. She’d lived with a man who’d disappointed her time and again, until she couldn’t be hurt anymore. Or so she’d thought until Luke had arrived in town, peddling his remedy and his charm.

He took her hand. “You’re afraid, exactly as I am.”

Had he read her thoughts? “And why shouldn’t I be? My marriage wasn’t happy. Sam couldn’t put his family before…” Her voice faltered. “…a bottle. I put up a wall.” She gave a weak smile. “Much like yours.”

He tried to pull her into his arms, but she pulled away, took a step back. “You need to hear this.” She sighed. “You think I’m a saint. Well, I’m not.”


He raised a hand, as if to draw her near. She shook her head. “The truth is, it wasn’t just Sam’s fault,” she said, the words escaping one at a time. “He had a horrific childhood. A frightful father. He drank to forget. And when he needed me most, I…I failed him.”

“How can you say that? Sam failed you, failed his family.”

Mary turned back to the window, watching the river of rain chase a path down the panes. “In the beginning, I tried to stop Sam’s drinking. Countless times I begged him. I fought with him. I tried everything. And I prayed. I prayed for God to give Sam wisdom, to give me strength. For some kind of answer that would banish his insatiable thirst for alcohol. Yet nothing changed.” She traced the path of the rain, her finger smudging the glass, her heart heavy. The admissions kept inside too long now slipped out one at a time. Like stones dropping into a quarry, they echoed through her. “After a while, I stopped.”

“Stopped?”

Behind her, Luke’s voice softened. His touch warmed her shoulders. But she couldn’t face him. “I stopped trying to get him to wake up and see what a gift he had in his sons—” Her voice caught on a sob. “Don’t you see? I wearied of carrying him. And so I stood by and did nothing. And he—” the words now a rushing river, tumbling over themselves to escape “—kept going to the saloon, kept drinking, kept leaving us. Until the night he left us forever.” She whipped around to face him. “I failed my husband by letting go, by distancing my heart from him.”

Luke tugged her close. “You can’t blame yourself for Sam’s bad choices. I of all people know a man’s accountable for his decisions.”

She shook her head, refusing Luke’s reasoning, refusing his embrace. “I let Sam go, and it’s the biggest regret of my life. If I’d talked to him one more time, just one more time, then he might’ve stayed home. Put down that bottle and—”

“Most likely he wouldn’t have.”

“Don’t you see, I’ll never know.” She couldn’t go through this with another wounded man.

She took a fortifying breath, determined to say it all. “The worst of it is, after the shock of learning about Sam’s death, do you know what I felt?”

He didn’t answer, merely looked deep into her eyes, his own gentle, sad and guarded, like he dreaded her next words.

“I felt relieved. Relieved my husband, the father of my sons, was dead. Relieved I’d never again have to hide the truth of his drinking. Never again have to make excuses for his whereabouts. Never again hide my disappointment that the charming, witty man I married had become a stumbling drunk.” She sobbed and shoved against him. “So, don’t tell me I didn’t fail my husband.”

“Mary, do you think I wasn’t relieved when Joseph drew his last ragged breath? To watch someone you love die, either imminently or by the inch, hurts. It’s natural to want to feel free of the burden…and natural to feel guilt about that too.”

His words settled over her, soothing her spirit, a balm to the wound that had never healed. Yet his comfort didn’t change the truth. “Maybe so, but the fact is, I let my husband down when he needed me most. I’ll never get over failing Sam.”

Sorrow skidded across Luke’s face. “We all have regrets.”

“You will too, if you go to New York. You need to change, to behave like a father.”

Pain stark on his face, he shook his head. “I let that boy down before he was even born,” he said softly. “I don’t know how.”

“Don’t know or don’t want the inconvenience?”

“I love Ben.”


“If you love him, then you’ll put his well-being before your own. See he feels wanted, loved. Do all the countless things a parent does—help with homework, supervise baths, see that he eats right, teach him to tie his shoes, give him chores, nurse him through sickness. Play games with him, teach him God’s Word, the right way to live in this world. Most of all pray for him. Daily. Even when he’s grown, never stop praying, never stop caring. The job never ends.”

No matter how much she wanted Ben with her, she owed it to the child to give him a father. She must step away and offer Luke his son. She dreaded his answer, but she had to do what was best for a four-year-old boy who wanted a dad. “Ben is your son. He’s your responsibility. You must stay and be his father. He needs you.”

Luke’s troubled eyes met hers. “Do you believe I can rewrite history, Mary? Be a better father than my own?”

“That you want to try says a great deal.”

“Ben deserves a dad.”

“And you deserve a son,” Mary said.

With one fleeting indecipherable look, Luke grabbed his coat and stepped into the growing storm. The rain formed a wall between them, cutting off the sight of him before the door finished closing.






Chapter Seventeen
 

Luke dashed around the block. By the time he reached the carriage house, he was soaked to the skin. For some reason, he passed by, heading to Doc’s office. He entered through the back door, wiping his feet as best he could, and then meandered through the waiting room. His gaze lingered on Mary’s desk, the vase of flowers—a reminder of Mary’s capacity to brighten a room and a life.

Inside the surgery, he stumbled to the window, staring at the flashing sky, his composure as jagged as the streaks of lightning brightening the night, lighting up the guilt inside him. The anguish in Mary’s eyes when she’d offered him her son twisted in his stomach, knotted in his throat. This remarkable woman had insisted, all but demanded, he take responsibility for Ben.

Luke wanted that too. Badly. He’d try to give Ben everything he’d needed his parents to give him. Without a doubt Mary and Henry would help him if he got in over his head. He hoped no one, not Mary, not her boys would be hurt in the transition.

He turned from the window, letting his gaze roam the room. Why had he come here to this office? Had he hoped Henry would be up and they could talk? But no sound came from Doc’s quarters. Luke wouldn’t waken him.

Turning to go, his gaze swept the enormous breakfront filled with medicine. Something stopped him, made him open the glass door. Finding what he sought, Luke clutched his remedy and then walked to the table, dropped into a chair and set the bottle in front of him. Doc had said the contents of this bottle mattered. Had been part of God’s plan.

Joseph’s suffering had led him to find this medicine, to dedicate his life to healing. God had used this remedy to bring Mary, Doc and the boys into his life. The liquid caught the light from above, glistened with a shimmer of gold. An unbroken bottle, unblemished and shining like a new start. Or so he saw it now.

He turned the bottle around and around and in the blurred glass he saw his image, then a glimpse of Joseph near death, his face at peace, his eyes glowing as if a light had filled him, as if he’d seen God himself. His brother’s eyes closed, his last breath slipped from his lips, and his pain ended.

With a certainty he couldn’t explain, Luke knew His Heavenly Father had spared Joseph more suffering by taking him home. God had not only been there with Joseph but God was here now. With Luke.

And Luke knew without a doubt that God loved him.

Lord, help me to follow Your plan for my life.

God and family mattered most. Nothing else would ever usurp their rightful place in his life. Not his dream of finding a cure for epilepsy. Not his desire to build a safe haven for its sufferers. Those might come, but they wouldn’t be his priorities.

“Forgive me, Lord, for using my goals as an excuse to avoid loving others,” he whispered to the room that no longer felt empty. No matter how many times Luke had disappointed God, God had never stopped loving him, never left him, never told him goodbye.

If God hadn’t given up on someone like him, then Luke wouldn’t give up on him and Mary. Like Mr. Kelly had said that day, God had planted Luke’s feet in this town. This was where he belonged. A deep-seated discernment grew. He’d tried to ignore it, bury it with excuses, to pretend other things mattered more, but he could no longer deny its reality.

He was in love with Mary Graves—totally, irrevocably, with every particle of his being.

If she’d have him, he’d make a family with her and the boys. With God’s help he’d be a good father. A good husband.

He couldn’t wait to tell her, but the middle of the night was no time to announce his love. The best course was to take his time courting Mary…at least a day. He chuckled, hope filling every part of his being.

But before he talked to Mary, he had another fence to mend.

 

Saturday dawned bright and sunny, reflecting Luke’s optimism. He had strolled to the Whitehall Café, his heart full, planning some activities he’d do with his son. He’d just returned to the carriage house from breakfast when he heard a rap on the door.

His parents stood on the other side, elegantly dressed, as if ready for church. Under her hat, his mother’s auburn hair streaked with gray, faint lines crinkled at the corners of her eyes. Thomas removed his hat. His hair had thinned, his neck had thickened. His parents had aged yet remained a handsome couple. Luke detected uncertainty in their eyes, perhaps of their welcome. He stepped back to let them in.

“Your twenty-four hours are up,” Thomas said. “We want to see Ben.”


“I’m not trying to hurt you, but nothing about the way I was raised gives me a desire to have you know my son.”

Thomas flinched. “I suppose we deserve that. But what about you? You’ve taken your time admitting you’re Ben’s father.”

“I’m not proud of that. I’m not proud of anything surrounding Ben’s beginnings, but I’m not the same man I was then.”

His father’s gaze sought the floor. “I suppose neither of us is,” he said softly. “We—”

Luke’s mother laid a hand on his father’s arm. “Thomas.”

“Edna, I should say it. Don’t you think it’s time? Time we both stopped pretending?”

His mother’s face crumbled, her high society facade dropping away like a cloak falling to the floor. “Maybe it is.”

Thomas took a step closer. “I came here intending to bring Ben home to New York, to hire a lawyer, if necessary, to obtain legal custody of our grandson.” He gave a wry smile. “I’m used to getting what I want.”

“Or getting rid of what you don’t,” Luke said softly, almost on a whisper.

A flash of pain passed over his father’s face. “Exactly. While we’ve cooled our heels at the hotel, your mother and I’ve had time to think, to face and admit mistakes we’ve made.” Tears filled his father’s eyes. “You’re not the only one who isn’t proud of the way he’s treated his son,” he said, his words ending in a sob.

The words triggered a parade of memories, none of them happy. But how could Luke hold a grudge when he’d done much the same?

Tears streaming down his face, his father stuck out his hand. “What do you say, Luke? Let’s leave the past where it belongs.”

Could he? Could he move on and put all that had happened between him and his parents behind him? It struck Luke then that if he truly intended to please God, he had no choice in the matter.

He took his father’s hand and shook it. “Ben’s a wonderful boy, thanks to Mary. Don’t hurt him…”

“…like we hurt you,” his mother said softly. “You and Joseph.”

Thomas sighed. “We can’t live it over. But we can give our grandson what we failed to give our sons—a home he knows with the people he loves.”

Thinking of Ben thrust into an orphanage, carried by train to live with strangers, Luke swallowed past the lump wedged in his throat. “You’re not the only ones who’ve run from responsibility. I’ve made a mess of things.”

“You’re not the villain you make yourself out to be.”

Thomas’s words filtered through him, soothing the anguish swirling inside him. That his father had cared enough to do that tore at his composure. “God’s forgiven me for every mistake and has given me a second chance.” His voice broke. “I can’t do less.” Then Luke put his arms around his father.

Thomas hugged him back. “I’m sorry, son.”

His mother joined the circle of forgiveness. Luke couldn’t remember the last time they’d even touched each other. Tears—healing tears—streaked down their faces. Perhaps in time, his parents would find God and receive the ultimate healing for their pasts.

Mopping his eyes with a handkerchief, Thomas cleared his throat. “What are you going to do about Ben? Have you made plans?”

Luke walked to the window, looking past Doc’s quarters to the town beyond, then turned back. “I’ve decided to move here permanently. Ben loves his mother and brothers. He needs to be near his family.”


His father’s brow furrowed. “You mention a mother and brothers—what of a father?”

“Mary’s a widow.”

A smile stole over Thomas’s face. “So marry the woman and make a family for Ben.”

“It’s not that simple. I love Mary, but I…I’ve lost her trust.” He sank onto a chair, dropping his head in his hands.

A knock at the door jerked Luke to his feet.

On the staircase landing, Doc held Ben’s hand. His son smiled up at him, his sweet face tugging at the last remnant of Luke’s composure. His parents huddled behind him, eager to get a first glimpse of their grandson.

Henry slapped a hand on Luke’s shoulder. “Mary came into the office this morning with the boys. She told Ben you’re staying. He wanted to see you.”

“Hi, son.”

Ben’s eyes grew as wide as his grin. “Hi, Dad.”

Luke itched to scoop his son into his arms and hold him close, but too much enthusiasm might alarm him. “Come in.”

“Another time,” Doc said, then mumbled an excuse why Mary hadn’t brought Ben herself. Luke introduced his parents, then Doc patted Ben’s shoulder. “Have fun with your dad.” Henry pivoted, heading down the stairs.

Ben held up paper and pencils. “Can we make pictures?”

Luke tousled his son’s hair. “Sure.”

His parents stepped closer, their gazes feasting on their grandson, swallowing him up. His mother’s eyes brimmed with tears. “What a handsome boy.”

“Hello, Ben,” Thomas said, his voice cracking with emotion.

His parents’ reaction to his son welled up inside of Luke, banging against his heart, crumbling the last trace of his doubt about the change in his parents.


Ben stepped to Luke’s side, leaning against his legs. “Ben, these are my parents, your grandfather and grandmother Jacobs.” Luke laid a protective hand on his shoulder. “This is my son, Ben.”

“Hi,” Ben said in a shy tone Luke barely recognized.

Smiling, his mother bent at the waist and cupped Ben’s chin, tilting his face to hers. “You look like your father did at your age.” Edna glanced at Luke, then back at Ben. “Time goes by too fast. If only…” She bit her lip then forced a tremulous smile. “Look at those beautiful big brown eyes. Don’t they melt your heart?”

Yearning filled Thomas’s gaze. “Sure do.”

His father shook Ben’s hand, and the boy grinned, proud to be part of this adult greeting.

A beam of sunlight lit the table as they gathered around it, drawing houses and people, a dog or two. Laughing at what the adults obviously considered pathetic efforts while Ben praised each drawing, finding the good in it, as he always had in Luke.

Tired of the confines of a chair, Ben scrambled down, leaving his stick figure family behind. “I have three grandpas and two grandmas. And two brothers and three cousins.” He whirled in circles, joy bubbling out of him like an underground stream. “And the most bestest mom and dad in the world!”

Luke’s eyes misted, awed at Ben’s delight with his growing family and his inclusion of him as his dad. Well, he felt the same about Ben, the bestest son in the universe.

Thomas ruffled Ben’s hair. “Who are these people, Ben?”

“You and Grandpa Lawrence and Grandpa and Grandma Willowby are all mine,” Ben crowed.

Luke hugged Ben close as he explained that poor health compelled the Willowbys to give up their custody of Ben, that his son had been living with Mary, Michael and Philip for months.

Ben tugged on Thomas’s arm. “I didn’t have nobody. Now I have…” He held up his hands, dancing his pinkies and thumbs, trying to count his family, then frowned. “I need more fingers.”

Everyone chuckled. Ben looked puzzled, then his face lit with a huge grin, obviously happy to be the center of attention.

His parents took a seat on the couch and tucked their grandson between them. “How old are you, Ben?”

Ben folded his thumb into his palm. “Four.”

His mother tapped each finger, and Ben counted along. Had she played this game with him as a very small boy? From the natural way she interacted with Ben, Luke suspected she had. His throat clogged.

“Besides drawing, what do you like to do, Ben?”

Luke blinked. When had his father cared what a child did?

“I like to fish. I like storybooks. I like to play ball.” He pointed to Luke. “My dad bought me a big ball with stars.”

“I’d like to read some of those books to you, Ben,” his mother said.

Thomas smiled. “I’ve fished from boats but never from the bank. Maybe you could show me a good spot to throw out a line.”

Ben bounced on the seat. “I know where! Can I show him, Luke, I mean, Dad?”

“I doubt my parents will be in town long enough to fish.”

“Yes, we will. We want to spend time with our grandson. If he’s staying, we are too.”

Luke’s jaw dropped. Nothing could have surprised him more. “Don’t you have a business to run? Functions you can’t miss?”


His father draped an arm across the back of the sofa. “I have an excellent staff. The business runs like a well-oiled machine whether I’m there or not.”

His mother tugged Ben close. “What event could possibly be as important as getting to know our grandson?”

Memories rose in his mind, each one a rebuttal against their claim. “I can think of lots of things that kept you occupied when I was a child. Let’s see, the theater, your club, dinner parties, teas, strolls in Central Park, balls—”

“You like balls!” Ben clapped his hands. “We can’t throw them inside. Mom says we have to play in the backyard.” His face brightened. “You can play with me and my brothers!”

“That’s exactly what we’ll do, Ben,” his father said.

Luke tried to wrap his mind around the change in his parents. Was all this for real?

If this miracle had come about, dare he hope for a miracle in his own life too?

With Mary?

 

Mary sat at her desk, trying to go over her father’s books. Michael and Philip stood across from her, their faces glum. “Why can’t we visit Luke?” Philip said, his sad eyes tearing at Mary’s heart.

“We need to give Luke and Ben some time alone…to get acquainted. Maybe next visit you all can go.” Hoping to change the subject, she said, “I brought some cookies. They’re in Grandpa’s kitchen.”

That was all it took. The boys raced off, leaving Mary with her thoughts. Her father had told her Luke’s parents were there when he dropped off Ben. She’d tried to turn the visit over to God, but her nerves twanged as she waited to pick him up and return her son to his family.

But now the Jacobses were his family too.


Until she saw for herself that Luke’s parents wouldn’t harm Ben as they had Luke, she couldn’t have peace about their presence in Ben’s life.

“Want to take a walk?”

Frank stood only a step away, looking very handsome, his hair impeccably combed, and his clothes hanging on his lean frame with elegance. The serious expression in his eyes suggested he had something on his mind.

“I’d like that,” she said, her pulse skittering. What did Frank want to discuss that he couldn’t say right here in the office?

Grabbing her shawl off the back of her chair, she wrapped it around her shoulders. The days were colder now. She stepped down the hall to inform her father they were leaving. He promised to keep an eye on the boys.

Outside, she and Frank strolled south, heading away from the center of town. He took her hand, giving it a squeeze. “I think you know I care about you, Mary. You and your sons.”

Her breath caught. “Yes, I do.”

Frank stopped, turning her toward him. She looked into his eyes. Frank was kind, a good man. Somewhat pompous perhaps, but his values, his background, his calm manner would make him a good father for the boys. But did she care for him the way she should? The way a wife should feel for a husband?

“I was shocked to learn Luke is Ben’s father.”

“So was I.”

“It complicates things, but we’re all adults. If you care for me, we’ll find a way to blend our lives together for Ben’s sake.”

At his words, her heart stuttered in her chest. He’d said we, blend, our. That could only mean—“What are you asking?”

“We’re a good fit, you and I. We both love medicine. We share a strong faith in God. I admire your intelligence, your giving nature, the mother you are to your sons. We’d make a good team.”

Frank’s praise settled around her. He liked who she was. That meant a great deal. He didn’t have her heart, but with time maybe…

“Don’t you agree we’re much alike?”

“Yes, in many ways we are.”

“I’d be a good husband to you, a good father to your sons and any other children we might have.”

“I know you would.” Could she marry this man, knowing she didn’t love him? But knowing he’d do all he could to make them happy?

“You would understand the long hours, the pressure of building my career. The need to move.”

A chill streaked down Mary’s spine. She wrapped her shawl more tightly around herself. “Move?”

“You’ve told me you’d like to travel. We’ll see the country as I further my goals. It’ll be an adventure. With you and the boys at my side, I’ll have the support, the family, that’ll help me stay grounded…no matter how high I rise in my profession.”

A gust of wind swirled and, spinning like a tiny twister, lifted fallen leaves and skipped across the ground, much like her churning thoughts. How could she leave this town? “But…Ben’s here.”

“Are you sure Luke will stay here forever? Might he end up back East?”

“Luke says he won’t uproot Ben.” Could she be sure?

“Well, then Ben can come for visits in the summer.”

“Have you forgotten my plans to work in my father’s practice, to continue his legacy here in Noblesville?”

“I understand that’ll be a sacrifice, but I’ll give you and your sons a good life, Mary. You’ll have the freedom to do whatever you want. To get your education, become a doctor and practice medicine or stay home with the children.” He took a deep breath then turned to her with a smile, as if he was giving her the gift she’d waited for all her life. “I’ll take good care of all of you. I love you, Mary. Say you’ll be my wife.”

 

The door to Luke’s apartment swung open. At the sight of Luke’s familiar face, Mary’s heart thundered beneath her corset. His gaze roamed over her, devouring her, or so she felt. Then behind him, a scene slammed into Mary’s gut. Ben and a couple who could only be Luke’s parents sat at his table eating slices of apple, the smiles they wore evidence the visit had gone well. She didn’t know whether to be happy about that or not.

“Hi, Mom!” Ben scrambled from his seat and plunged into her skirt. “I got new grandparents!”

Luke introduced the Jacobses. Their eyes shone at Ben’s declaration. Mary had expected harsh lines and stern eyes, not the soft gentle expressions of people obviously smitten with Ben.

“Ben’s a great little boy, Mrs. Graves,” Mr. Jacobs said.

Mary smiled. “I think so too.” Mary took Ben by the hand. “Michael and Philip are waiting outside to play with you.”

“Son, we’ll walk out with Mrs. Graves and Ben.” His father laid an arm on Luke’s shoulder. Surprisingly, the gesture of affection didn’t appear to irk Luke like Mary would’ve expected. Perhaps Luke and his parents had found common ground with Ben.

“We’ll sit together at church tomorrow, Ben,” Luke said. He turned to his parents. “Services are at ten o’clock, if you’d like to come and spend more time with your grandson.”

Luke’s father’s brows rose, obviously startled by the idea. “Well, I suppose we, ah, could do that.”


“I’ll be at the Becker House at nine-thirty. We can walk over together.”

Mary bit back a smile. Luke had used Ben to get his parents to services. Not a bad tactic.

“Will you be at the office for a while, Mary? I’d like to talk to you.”

Something in the depths of Luke’s eyes banged against her heart. “Yes,” she said. Her voice sounded shaky even to her own ears.

A grin spread across his face. “Good.”

Outside the carriage house, Ben ran to play with Michael and Philip, leaving Mary alone with the Jacobses, who weren’t nearly as intimidating as she’d expected, both surprising and reassuring her. She needn’t worry about their conduct with her son.

“Thank you for taking care of Ben,” Mrs. Jacobs said. “He’s a delightful little boy.”

“You’re welcome to visit Ben at my home.”

“That’s very kind of you. He’s quite the boy,” Mr. Jacobs said, then paused, meeting his wife’s gaze. She gave him a nod. “Mrs. Graves, before you go, I want to tell you something.”

“What’s that?”

He cleared his throat, as if what he wanted to say lodged there. “We sent Luke’s brother away. At first we visited him, but then…well, it was easier…Guess we panicked about a disorder we didn’t understand and couldn’t face. To avoid Luke’s censure, we distanced ourselves from him too.” He lifted a hand. “Our negligence killed one child. Our aloofness hurt the other.” He scrubbed a hand over his eyes. Were those tears? “We’ll spend the rest of our lives regretting what we did.”

Thinking of Luke as a little boy, rejected and alone, Mary swallowed hard. Surely if his father told her this, he’d also said the same to Luke. That must explain the harmony she’d sensed between him and his parents. “It can’t be easy to admit that.”

“I’m not telling you all this to get a pat on the back.” Mr. Jacobs gave a humorless smile. “Funny, that here in this small town, I’ve had time to take a long hard look at myself…and at Luke,” he said, his eyes damp. “Be patient with him, Mrs. Graves. We wounded our son, and he’s been hiding. Afraid to get close to anyone, but that’s changing. Because of Ben and we suspect because of you.”

Though she knew the credit wasn’t hers, Mr. Jacobs’s words clung to her, filling her with hope. “Thank you for that, but the change you’ve seen is mostly because of his faith.”

“If that invitation to church is any indication, I suspect he’ll try to convert us,” his father said.

“Nothing wrong with that.” Mary smiled. “I hope you’ll come.”

Luke’s mother laid a gentle hand on Mary’s arm. “We want a second chance, a fresh start with our grandson. We appreciate your willingness to let us see Ben.”

“Ben deserves his family, Mrs. Jacobs. That family includes both of you.”

Watching Ben and his brothers kick the ball around the yard, Luke’s mother smiled. “What is it they say? And a child shall lead them? Well, that’s what happened here today. A child led us to our son, to a new beginning with him.”

Thomas reached out a hand. “Luke’s a good man. A far better man than I. Please, give him a chance, Mrs. Graves. You won’t regret it.”

 

The outside door of the waiting room banged open. Four men scrunched through the opening, carrying two injured men on improvised stretchers.


“Accident down at the strawboard plant,” one man said.

“George Augsburger here mighta broke his leg. Leroy Hawkins, an arm. Both got nasty gashes,” another worker said.

Mary sprang into action, pushing aside her thoughts. But as she directed one patient to the examining room, the other to the surgery where her father waited, disappointment burned in the pit of her stomach. From what he’d said earlier, she’d expected Luke to come in, but he hadn’t made an appearance. She could cheerfully wring his neck for keeping her on pins and needles.

She assembled water, soap and antiseptic and then sponged the cut above Mr. Augsburger’s brow. “How are you feeling?”

“Been better.”

Mary nodded. “Any pain on the inside?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“What happened?”

“Sheaves of straw stacked to the ceiling toppled. I lost my footing and skated all the way to the bottom. Landed on the tongue of a wagon. I think my leg’s busted.”

“Doc will be right in.”

He reached a hand toward her. “The Missus and I…are heartsick about our youngun’s fight. It’s our fault. Our tongues got away from us and Jimmy overheard.”

The book of James might warn about wagging tongues, but the Augsburger family had done them all a favor, had brought out into the open the secrets she’d exhausted herself keeping. “Don’t worry.” Mary met his sober gaze. “It gave me an opportunity to say some things that needed saying.”

Mr. Augsburger smiled, his relief at her clemency evident in his eyes.

While she cleaned his scrapes, Mary’s mind whirled. Because of Luke she’d found the courage to talk openly to her sons. He’d taken responsibility for Ben. She’d loved him since their talk at the river. But were his parents right? Could she trust him?

Beneath her distracted touch, Mr. Augsburger sucked in a breath.

Mary cringed. She’d been preoccupied, affecting her competency. “I’m sorry.”

Her father came in with splints. While he slit the leg of the patient’s pants, she mixed plaster of Paris and cut gauze. Mary focused on what needed doing, not the workings of her heart, but the confusion inside her kept its steady beat.

She thought of Luke’s gentleness with Ben, with Philip and Michael, of his kindness to her during one of her headaches. Well, he’d become a giant headache for her now, stirring her emotions like a whirlwind, leaving her confused and on edge. Where was he?

Finished treating George Augsburger’s wounds, she moved on to Leroy Hawkins, finding comfort as she always had in the practice of medicine. She greeted him, offering soothing words, gently cleaning his abrasions and cuts, staying clear of his arm cradled on his chest. “When my father finishes with Mr. Augsburger, he’ll assess your break, Mr. Hawkins.”

“As soon as I wash my hands, I’ll take over.”

Mary’s head snapped up. Luke stood across from her. She looked into his face, a face she’d memorized, touched, kissed.

She wanted to run to him, to run from him. All those emotions battled inside her, welled up until she could barely breathe. Because no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t be indifferent in Luke’s presence.

“Will somebody do something?” Mr. Hawkins said, ending on a groan.


The patient needed them. Her questions, an endless list, would have to wait. For now.

Luke dried his hands and then cut away Mr. Hawkins’s shirt and examined the arm. He didn’t speak, simply assessed the situation. Where had he been? Why hadn’t he marched over here and declared his feelings for her like Frank had?

Unable to wait another moment, she asked, “What have you been doing since I saw you?”

“Making plans. I wired the Children’s Aid Society. Then I looked at a house that’s for sale right around the block. As soon as I heard about the accident, I headed here.” He smiled at her. “On the way, I talked to myself for courage.”

His smile curled her toes. “Courage for what?”

He glanced at the patient. “I’ll explain later.”

Even in pain, Mr. Hawkins’s ears perked up. Then he hissed when Luke moved his arm, preparing to set the break.

A couple of hectic hours passed with no time to talk but then, finally, quiet reigned. The mess had been cleared away, and the injured had been taken to their homes by their coworkers, who’d waited the entire time. Her father went along to make sure the men got settled in and were comfortable.

Mary sat at the table in the backroom, limp with fatigue from the day, feeling wrung out like an old dishrag. Yet at the same time, she’d never felt more alive. The reason now sat across from her, his dark eyes soft, his dazzling smile tugging at her resolve to hold herself aloof.

“God is good,” he said, taking her hand. “To see the change in my parents…” His voice broke. “They’ll be good grandparents to Ben.” He smiled. “My father’s going to build a school for disabled children, and he’s promised to name it after Joseph.”

Mary’s eyes flooded with tears. “Oh, my.”

The corners of his mouth turned up into that lopsided grin she loved. “I’ve accepted my past, Mary. It made me what I am, even led me here to Noblesville. I never expected to stay or to practice medicine again, but I did. I never expected to get attached to Ben and everyone in this town, but I did. I never expected to meet you, a woman I admire more than any other, but I did.”

She ran a palm along his jaw, tears streaming down her face. “Oh, Luke.”

He scooted his chair back from the table and knelt beside her, taking both her hands in his. “The other night I realized I’ve spent my life running, afraid to care. Afraid I’d get my heart stomped. That’s all I knew.”

Mary understood those struggles. Something tightened within. The old fear claiming her.

“But you taught me what love is. You’ve shown me what a family is.” He pulled her to her feet and hugged her to him. “I’m not running anymore. I’m in love with you, Mary.”

Her breath caught and held. Oh, how she wanted to return those words. But did she dare? Unable to meet his penetrating gaze, she rose and crossed to the window. “I’ve heard those words before. I’m scared.”

He stepped behind her, laid a gentle palm on her shoulder. “I’m not Sam. I won’t let you down.”

She believed that. But once he really knew her, would he be disillusioned? Feel cheated? Want out? Or worse, remain yet turn away from her?

“It’s me I have no confidence in, not you.” She swiveled to him. “All of my life, I’ve wondered why I wasn’t good enough for my mother to keep. She didn’t care enough to even verify if I lived. Or if I turned out all right.”

“Oh, Mary—”

“No, let me say this.” She swallowed hard, barely able to squeeze out the words, “Why wasn’t I good enough for Sam to stop drinking?” She held up her hands, begging for an answer. “Tell me, Luke. Why?”

Luke tenderly cradled her chin. “What you’re really asking is ‘Am I good enough to love?’ You taught me the answer to that.” A smile crossed his face. “If God can love me, then you, my sweet, amazing Mary, are definitely worthy of His love.”

She let his words have time to permeate the shell she’d built around her heart. That shell kept Luke out. But it also locked her in. She’d built that shell because she didn’t trust her own judgment, her ability to perceive whether a man would stay. But, at the core of it, she felt unworthy of love.

With God’s help, she could tear down that barrier. And she would. “How did you get so wise?”

“I had a great teacher.” Luke leaned close. “Whatever you make up your mind to do, you can do, Mary. And that includes loving me.”

Loving him wasn’t the problem. Loving herself had been. She took his hand, giving it a squeeze. “I love you, Luke Jacobs, with all my being.”

He hugged her to him. “I was afraid Sloan might have won your heart.” He reared back. “Where is he anyway?”

“I don’t love Frank. I told him so this morning. He left town soon after.”

Luke gave a triumphant shout and then twirled her about the small room, both laughing with the sheer joy of their love.

“Oh, you’re making me dizzy.”

He lowered her to her feet, then dipped his head, his chocolate brown eyes gentle and soft with yearning. “Marry me. I want to spend my life with you.”

“Marry you?” Her heart fluttered. Imagine spending every day with Luke. But first she had to know with certainty. “What about my plan to attend medical school?”


“Doc and I can handle the practice. I’ll be there at night to help the boys with homework and get them tucked into bed. I’ll send for my housekeeper. She’ll be great with the boys. Can keep an eye on them after school, or when you can’t get home and I’m on a house call.”

Her jaw dropped. A housekeeper? A husband who’d support her? She felt like she was walking in a dream. “You’d do all that? For me?”

“I’d do anything for you, lovely lady.” He toyed with a tendril of hair. “Any more concerns?”

“I can’t think of another thing to say.”

He grinned. “Say yes.”

Her full heart brimmed over, spilling love into every wounded part of her, filling her with hope. “Yes, yes, yes, Luke! I’ll marry you.”

His lips met hers, and Mary leaned into him, returning his kiss with the fervor of a woman starving for closeness to the man she loved. Beneath her palms, his heart thumped wildly, matching the beat of her own galloping heart. He tightened his arms around her, trapping her hands between them on his chest, deepening the kiss until she could barely stand, could barely breathe.

A noise in the hall made them leap apart. Her father and all three boys stood in the doorway grinning like Cheshire cats. Mary knelt and threw her arms wide. Ben dove into them, almost knocking her off her feet. She buried her nose in his neck, drank in his sweet smell and wept tears of joy.

Luke tugged Mary to her feet. Michael and Philip crowded around the three of them. “Boys, I asked your mother to be my wife, and she said yes. Is that all right with you?”

“Luke’s going to be our daddy too!” Philip pumped his thin arms into the air. The grin on Michael’s face said it all.

“Will that be okay with you, Ben?” Luke said, ruffling the boy’s hair.


“Yep! Can we live in the same house now?”

“Soon, Ben. Our wedding can’t happen fast enough to suit me.”

Her father clapped Luke on the back then kissed Mary’s cheek. “’Bout time you two figured it out.”

Laughing with joy, Michael and Philip grabbed their brother, and all three of them danced around the backroom, crowing with delight. Mary didn’t need to worry about the boys accepting Luke into the family. He’d captured their hearts, as he had hers.

Recalling Mrs. Whitehall’s claim that a remedy for every ache and pain existed in this office, Mary knew she’d found hers. “You know, Doctor, I have a cure of my own for you.”

He cupped her jaw, his touch a caress, and raised her gaze to his.

“Oh, you do?”

“Take one Mary Graves, make her your wife. Mix in three little boys, best taken on a full stomach. Then add a cup of faith.” She smiled. “A daily dose will fix what ails you, guaranteed. And all for the bargain price of…”

Eyes twinkling, he cocked his head. “Three dollars a bottle?”

“Oh, no, Dr. Jacobs, that’s far too cheap. This remedy will cost you a lifetime of love.”

“Sold!” His dimple winked at her. “Loving you for a lifetime will be my greatest pleasure, Mary Lynn Graves.”

Then he pulled her close, holding her in a tight grip—as if he never wanted to let her go. His lips captured hers. With every fiber of her being and all the love she’d hidden inside, she kissed him back, thankful for this man, the Great Physician’s remedy for her life.





  









Dear Reader,

 
 

As many as 30,000 immigrant children lived on New York City’s streets and in its overcrowded orphanages when Charles Loring Brace, founder of the Children’s Aid Society, came up with the idea to place orphans out to farms and small towns in the Midwest and beyond. Between the years of 1853 and 1929, approximately 250,000 children rode trains to new homes. This fact triggered my imagination. The result: two novels set in Noblesville, Indiana, in the late 1800s.

Thank you for choosing the second book, Courting the Doctor’s Daughter. Mary and Luke’s issues with trust erected a barrier between them that only unconditional love could tear down. When they turned to God for wisdom, they found His plan for their lives. I hope Mary and Luke’s story, and their three special boys, Michael, Philip and Ben, touched your heart.

I love to hear from readers.

Write me c/o Steeple Hill Books, 233 Broadway,

Suite 1001, New York, NY 10279.

Visit my Web site www.janetdean.net

and blog www.janetdean.blogspot.com.

E-mail me at janet@janetdean.net.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
 



 

	In the opening of the book, why did Mary react to Luke’s remedy the way she did? Do you feel she over-reacted or was justified?
 

	As a young man, Luke lived a wild life. How did his brother’s death turn Luke’s life around? What other times in the book did unhappy events bring about good? Have you seen this in your own life?
 

	Why does Luke keep his fatherhood a secret? What were the positives and negatives in his decision? Was this a wise decision?
 

	Though Mary is a faithful Christian, she’s a worrier unable to release her concerns to God. How did this affect her life? What lesson did she learn?
 

	Mary is torn between her desire to become a doctor and a concern that her sons will pay a price for her goal. Yet she ignores deeper issues that might be harming her sons. Why?
 

	Mary had a happy childhood and knows God loves her. Yet her abandonment as a baby and her deceased husband’s inability to give up drinking for her and their sons shape her sense of worth. How is she able to change that view?
 

	Luke and Mary both kept secrets. Why? Do you understand their decisions? What events brought their secrets into the open? Were the consequences as dreadful as they feared?
 

	How does Ben help build a bridge between his father and grandparents?
 

	Throughout the book, Luke’s remedy is a symbol to him. What does it represent? And how does his view of his remedy change? Who helps Luke find peace about his goal to find a cure for epilepsy?
 

	Why is Luke able to see through the facade of a perfect family Mary built and struggled to maintain?
 

	Throughout the book, several people impact Luke and Mary, either intentionally or unintentionally. Can you name them and the lessons they taught?
 

	How did Mary avoid dealing with the issues bothering her? At what cost to her?
 

	In the end of the story, Mary gave Luke her remedy for a happy life. What ingredient is essential to their happy ending?
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