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Chapter One
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The memories of the last terrible months slipped away as Madi Hardin wound through the green, enveloping hills. Their slopes reminded her of summers at Mamaw’s house, catching minnows in the creek and gaining first-hand wisdom of avoiding wasp nests. She inhaled deeply of the spring breeze flowing through the open window, a lilac-scented welcome back to Kentucky.

She wasn’t going back to that small farm, now someone else’s since Mamaw passed away. Madi was headed toward parts unknown, not too many miles from her idyllic summer stays but far enough to be somewhere new. She drove below the speed limit, occasionally meeting another vehicle on this narrow two-lane road.

Madi spotted a small store as she slowed for a crook in the road. This wasn’t among Uncle David’s landmarks but she stopped anyway. She could use a stretch.

“Good morning,” the clerk said as she walked in, his voice colored with the soft accent of the region. “Holler if you need help.” 

“Thanks, I’m good.” 

Madi wandered the aisles before buying an Ale-8, a regional soft drink she couldn’t find in northwestern Ohio, and a ham salad sandwich from the cold rack near the register. 

“Enjoy that,” the clerk said as he gave her change back. “My wife makes those fresh every morning.”

“I will,” Madi promised with a smile.

She ate as she continued her journey toward Deercreek, a place she’d never been and wasn’t sure she wanted to visit. Stay, she corrected herself. She would live there for who knew how long, reinventing herself in this interlude between her past and the future. 

All because of Uncle David.

He showed up unannounced a few days earlier with an everything pizza and a brownie pie. She wasn’t in a mood to entertain, might never be again. She was perfectly happy alone, thank you, in her misery. Still she opened the door and invited him in, good manners prevailing.

He had the grace to wait until they were done eating to explain why he was there.

“I’ve got a job lined up for you,” he said. “Doesn’t pay much but you’re badly needed.”

Madi closed her eyes. No. She didn’t want or need a job. The money she expected to pay on a wedding would tide her over for a good long time. What she wanted was to be left alone. 

“You going to be a recluse all your life?” He leaned toward her. “The bitter spinster who gradually gains the reputation of being the town witch? You want people to cross the street to avoid you because you’re weird? I don’t.”

“That’s not going to happen. I’m just taking time off.”

“I know what happened was tough, kiddo, but you’ve got to get back into the world.” His face softened. “People will forget. The story grows legs the longer you hide.”

When he took her hands, she lost it. This man was supposed to walk her down the aisle, make some toast to make her cry or become embarrassed. He had been her pseudo-father since she was five and lost her own. She was disappointing him. Keeping him, her whole family, in the enduring spotlight, because she made her life an open book.

“I feel so stupid,” she whispered. “Why didn’t I see?”

“Love,” Uncle David said. “It’s a contrary emotion, one that can blind people to things they don’t want to acknowledge. And it can keep us believing even after we do know the truth.”

“Since you’re so smart,” she said, attempting a smile, “tell me how to get over this. Over him.”

Instead of answering, her uncle grabbed her jacket from a hook by the door. He handed it to her and said, “Let’s go for a ride.”

They talked a little on the way, mostly about the chance of rain and his golf game. She was surprised when Uncle David pulled onto the berm across from a wide stretch of weeds and abandoned, deteriorating buildings.

“Look over there,” he said. “What do you see?”

“The old factory with soil so contaminated nothing can go in there.”

“Wrong. That’s the skeleton of a giant. Three generations fed their families, built their houses, created a life working there. The money was good. The jobs were secure. Then the EPA came and did their tests, and the giant died.”

Madi stepped out of the car and leaned against the fender. The dying sun softened the angles of the old plant and the harshness of its abandonment.

“My uncle worked there till the day they shut the gates for the last time,” Uncle David said. “He went home, pulled the truck into the end of the driveway and cried. Then he walked into the house and gave up. Others took transfers, chose retirement or went to other jobs. Not my uncle.”

His voice trailed off. Madi turned toward him, not sure what the plant’s demise had to do with her being dumped.

“My uncle invested his dreams in that place,” he finally said. “The man lived off unemployment until the checks ran out, unable to talk about anything but how he’d been done wrong. My aunt found a job and went on to get a teaching degree at the age of fifty. Her life got better while he got bitter. He never could get past his hurt. He got laid off at fifty-two, died at sixty-nine, and never forgave the company.”

Uncle David got back into the car. Madi followed suit. They were nearly home before he spoke again.

“Don’t be like my uncle. Put that jackass and his promises behind you. Get on with your life. If your paths happen to cross again, treat him like a stranger. Nothing pricks a big ego faster than being ignored.”

Now here she was, a few miles from Deercreek. This country road was like her future, filled with curves keeping her from seeing what lay ahead. Lost in thought, she realized she reached one of Uncle David’s landmarks, the small church with the big cross, just after she went by.

“Well, frig it all,” she muttered as she looked for a place to turn around. The first driveway she found had a sign reading, “No trespassers. That means you.” She kept going to an intersection, made a tee and went back to catch the turn. She watched for the next landmark, a falling-down barn with a big oak tree next to it, and turned again. She drove cautiously until she saw a faded sign with an arrow announcing “Deercreek, three miles.”

She understood the old adage of “if you blink, you’ll miss it” as she entered town. A weather-worn sign proclaimed she had arrived. Bright flowers were planted at its base, an encouraging sign that someone here had civic pride.

Calling the gathering of buildings on a five-block grid a town was generous. Most were brick, obviously old, with an occasional frame-sided one tucked in. The grand tour didn’t take long. Madi spotted a few places where she could meet her basic needs, like a small grocery and a convenience store with gas pumps. An insurance agency butted up against a consignment shop that shared a wall with a place advertising handmade crafts and notary services. A sign with entwined scissors and comb hung above a narrow door, proclaiming this to be Beauty by Beth.

Madi pulled in by the hardware store, as her uncle instructed, and shut off the engine. She spotted a side staircase with a neat sign on the door saying Grace Mission. Madi took a deep breath and went up.

A hand-written note propped against a lamp on what she presumed was a reception desk said, “Out. Back in ten. Have a seat.”

Madi sat, wondering how long ago that note was written. A minute ago? Nine minutes ago? An hour? 

She sat as instructed, reading inspirational and informational posters on the wall until a forty-something woman rushed in.

“Hi. Sorry. Francie came home with her baby. Had to run some diapers down.” The woman scooted behind the desk. “Okay. Do you need assistance, would you like to donate or are you interested in becoming a volunteer?”

“Uh, none of the above?” Madi answered, her voice tentative. “Dr. David Hardin sent me.”

“Dr. David! We love him.” The woman stood and came around to shake Madi’s hand. “I’m Rosie, secretary, caseworker, volunteer trainer, well, I guess you say I do everything but medical care. I leave that to the experts.”

“I’m Madeline Hardin.”

“Of course you are. We’ve been dying for you to get here. Let me get you a sweet tea and I’ll get Dr. Mike right here.”

“Okay.”

Madi went outside with the universal beverage of the South. She sat on the bench beside the hardware’s door, closed her eyes and leaned back. The five-hour drive had been more tiring than she expected. 

“Hi.”

She opened her eyes and looked into the smiling face of a perfectly ordinary-looking man a couple years older than her.

“Hi,” she said, almost adding, “Do you remember me?”

“Hi, yourself. It’s been a while.”

So he did. Unfortunately. Her luck was bad as always. In running away from the last man who uprooted her life, she wound up facing the first one. 

“This is a pretty place,” Madi said as she stood.

“And not as backward as you might think. Cell service is great in town and pretty good in most of the county. The mission has broadband, thanks to a supporter who lobbied to get it brought this way.” He smiled. “Plus we have three churches, a library branch and new benches at the city park. Let’s get the paperwork out of the way and then we’ll go to the clinic.”

She was grateful to be left alone to fill out the sheaf of forms, although she was still too aware of Mike Broadman. 

Rosie was on the phone when she came back with the papers. When realizing the call was from a client, Madi stayed back. Confidentiality was important and she wasn’t officially an employee yet. As soon as she hung up, Rosie checked the papers and sent a text. Mike showed up a few minutes later, if he’d been waiting for her.

He led her down the block to the clinic, a brick building with a parking lot on one side and green space on the other. Empty planters awaiting seasonal flowers flanked the vivid teal door. Next to those planters were wooden benches with what looked to be a fresh coat of white paint.

The interior had been renovated to create separate areas from a single open space. Mike led her past the unoccupied reception desk and down a hallway, passing three exam rooms. At the end was a supply area which led into an place in the back. A short wall created a separate work area with two desks and several file cabinets. The space also held a small kitchen.

“Bathroom’s through there,” Mike said, motioning toward a door beside the refrigerator. He stepped into the work area. “My desk is the messy one. The other one is for you.”

Madi dropped her purse and her sign-on papers on the desk. She sat down and was pleased that the chair was more comfortable than it looked. 

Mike sat at his own desk, leaning back in his seat to explain how the clinic worked. Madi soon realized why her uncle was adamant on getting her here as a fill-in. 

“Gerri’s mother was just diagnosed with a pretty mean cancer,” Mike said. “She could be back in a month or out for a year. That’s all we know right now. David said you were available long-term if we need you. That true?”

“Yes.”

“Great. You may have noticed that our staff is tiny. You, me, an office manager who is trained to draw blood. We have a few volunteers as well that we share with the rest of the mission.”

Madi pushed down a momentary panic at the thought of being the sole nurse. She could only hope their personalities meshed.

“Tomorrow is walk-in day,” Mike continued. “Sometimes things are quiet but don’t expect it. We’ve been hustling lately. Word about what we do has spread. Any questions?”

“Not about work. Is there a motel within a reasonable distance? I could sleep in my car until I find a place, I suppose, but I really don’t want to.”

Mike smiled.

“Rosie the wonder worker already found you a place. I’ll call and tell her to meet you outside.” He offered his hand. “Welcome aboard. It’s great to have you.”

A short time later, Madi pulled up beside her new co-worker’s aged sedan at a bungalow on the edge of town. A wide porch with square columns held the sloping roof in place. Wide wooden boards, painted a crisp gray, sided the white-trimmed house. Larger houses sat on each side of the generous lawn. She liked the look of this settled neighborhood.

“Home sweet home,” Rosie said, waving her hand toward the structure. “Jackie Main inherited this place a year or so ago from her granny. She’s studying in Europe this year and asked me to find a reliable tenant. Still got her granny’s furniture in there even.”

Madi walked in, expecting overstuffed chairs with ottomans and doilies on every surface. Instead the living room looked like a furniture ad with a black sectional, red area rug and white sheer curtains through which light poured in. A big-screen TV hung on one wall above the original fireplace. Wide oak trim and flooring finished the look.

High ceilings and long windows made the house appear bigger. Ceiling fans swirled lazily above them as they went from room to room,

Rosie led her through a sunny kitchen with a subway tile backsplash and new appliances into a dining room furnished with a corner hutch and oak drop leaf table. They continued down the hall to the sleeping area.

“Bedroom one,” she said, pointing at an open door.

She announced the bathroom next. Behind the door was more space than Madi expected and, to her delight, a stacked laundry set. In the second bedroom, a queen bed with matching dresser and nightstand dominated. A small third room contained a desk and chair, apparently serving as an office.

“This place is beautiful,” Madi said when the inspection was over. “I hope I can afford it.”

“Don’t worry about that.” Rosie brushed away Madi’s concern. “A donor made a generous contribution to cover things while Gerri is off.”

As Rosie roared off with a wave, Madi wondered if that donation had come from her uncle. She spoke a silent thank you to whoever made this possible, grateful for a home. She was tired and the couch in the living room looked tempting. She knew, though, that she needed to get her car unpacked.

Madi didn’t expect to be in her own place right away. As she set the air fryer on the counter and unpacked her favorite coffee mug, she realized she either went to the store or starved. She glanced at her fitness watch. It was nearly suppertime, and she didn’t feel like scoping out the town grocery store. Did Deercreek have a restaurant? She hadn’t seen one yet.

She started searching on her phone. The only thing coming up was a place called Papa Marone’s, open until nine p.m. and offered comfort food. She grabbed her purse and headed for her car.

The restaurant was a few miles out of town where two state roads intersected. A number of cars were parked in the gravel lot which made Madi wonder if this was the best eating place around or the only one. This was a gas station once upon a time, judging by the architecture. She liked that the building was still being used and not abandoned or torn down.

Checked curtains hung at the windows, wide chairs were pushed in at oak tables and the scents took Madi back to younger days. An aroma of frying chicken filled the air, just like at Mamaw’s house on Sunday afternoon. 

“Sit wherever you want, hon.” A server with a loaded tray of food passed her. “I’ll be with you quick as I can. Menu’s on the table.”

Madi chose a place near the back and scoped out the restaurant’s offerings. The usual burgers and other sandwiches were on the menu, but the dinners caught her attention. Roast beef. Pork chops. Salmon patties. Bratwurst and fried potatoes. Apparently the goal was to have something for everyone.

She ordered the fried chicken dinner, agreeing that yes, she would like the mashed potatoes and gravy, creamed peas and a homemade yeast roll. She passed on an offer of sweet tea and asked for coffee. Caffeine was her lifeblood.

Madi was waiting for her food when a familiar figure walked through the door. Mike joined her without asking permission. 

“So you found the best place around,” he said. “Rosie send you this way?”

“No, I used this.” Madi held up her phone.

“Ah, technology. Rosie may have met her match.”

The waitress interrupted the conversation.

“Catfish special, extra hush puppies, extra-crispy home fries,” she recited before grinning at Mike. “I told the cook to go ahead and drop it when I saw you come in. Still drinking water?”

“Offsets the bad stuff,” he said with a grin.

“Yeah, doc, keep telling yourself that.” The waitress rolled her eyes as she walked away.

“I assume you come here often,” Madi said.

“I’m not much of a cook and you can’t do better than Papa’s. Wait till you taste their chicken.”

“That’s what I ordered.”

A bite or two of her meal was all Madi needed to understand why this out-of-the-way place thrived. The food was wonderful. Mike’s meal arrived as she started on her second piece of chicken.

She held her hands up in surrender when the waitress came to take their plates and asked if they’d like dessert.

“Coffee would be good, though,” Mike said.

Madi grabbed her purse as soon as the waitress left.

“I’ve got to go,” she said.

“See you tomorrow.” Mike grabbed her bill. “Watch out for deer.”

Day slipped into night as she drove home, a bright sunset welcoming her back to Deercreek. She carried in the rest of her things, made the bed and debated what to do next. She already texted her mother to tell her she’d arrived safely. Getting lost in mindless TV was out of the question with no cable or internet service. She found a paperback in her car and settled down on the couch.

Time passed quickly as she became engrossed in the book. But when she had to reread a paragraph, she checked the time. Nearly midnight.

“Go to bed, girl,” she said aloud. “Your new adventure starts in the morning.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Madi woke up from a restless sleep before the phone alarm went off. She showered and got ready, taking care with her hair and make-up. She put on a pair of scrubs, took a deep breath and headed out the door. Carlene was at her desk when Madi walked in. She gave her a warm hello and told her she made a fresh pot of coffee.

Madi was filling her cup when Mike walked in. She turned toward him with a smile of greeting.

“Morning. Sleep well?” he asked.

“Well enough.”

“Liar.” He smiled. “Nobody sleeps right that first night away from their own bed. We’ll take it easy on you today.”

As they walked toward the first exam room, Mike explained that the building was donated to Grace Mission with the condition that no one be turned away.

“We try to provide whatever people need,” Mike said. “We offer medical care, sure, but we also listen to their other problems and connect them with resources. Managing diabetes or high blood pressure isn’t easy if you have a food crisis or can’t afford prescription drugs.”

The small clinic contained a small conference room that doubled as a blood draw area, two examination rooms, an X-ray area and a private consultation space. By the time the short tour was finished, the waiting room was full.

“The first two hours of every day are walk-in clients,” Mike said. “Many of them rely on neighbors or friends to bring them. Some want to come early so they don’t have to miss work. We meet them where they are.”

Being back in scrubs felt odd to Madi. At the hospital, the registered nurses wore teal, which was all she owned now. The others here wore varying colors and designs. Mike had on jeans and a blue shirt with a name badge attached. His stethoscope hung around his neck. Madi followed him to the first exam room, where he plucked a folder from a plastic holder on the door.

“Take a deep breath,” he said. “Here we go.”

They walked in to find a girl of about two curled on her mother’s lap. Her eyes were glassy and her cheeks bright pink. While Mike asked the mother about the child’s symptoms, Madi fell into the familiar routine of taking vitals. The girl was definitely sick with a fever of a hundred and three. 

Mike approached to check her ears and the little patient tightened against her mother’s chest. Mike squatted down and smiled.

“I heard you have potatoes growing in your ears. Is that true?”

He was answered with a tiny shake of her head.

“Why don’t we make sure? You hold tight onto mommy’s fingers and I’ll see.”

A quick diagnosis of an ear infection followed. Mike prescribed an antibiotic and issued a reminder to take every pill and call if she got worse. 

“I didn’t see a drugstore,” Madi said after they left.

“We have an arrangement with one in the nearest town,” he said. “We call in the prescriptions and they deliver them directly to the patient’s home. We started that after we realized a lot of people weren’t filling them, mostly because they had no way to get there. It’s working pretty well.”

Madi followed Mike to the next room where an older gentleman launched into a lengthy description of his foot pain, which was diagnosed as gout. The next two hours were just as busy. Finally, they retreated to the conference room where Rosie greeted them.

“Lunch today from the Missionary Baptist church,” she announced as she began uncovering dishes.

Mike explained that various churches, organizations and individuals in the community frequently provided meals to the clinic workers. Today’s offering was fat ham and cheese sandwiches, potato salad, fruit cups topped with whipped cream and cupcakes. Madi decided it was the last thing she should be eating after last night’s chicken dinner, but the food looked too good to resist.

The afternoon went as quickly as the morning had. As Madi and Mike headed toward the far examining room, the receptionist stopped them.

“Modesty alert,” she announced. “I think you may need to hang back, Dr. Mike.”

“Thanks, Carlene.”

Madi waited for an explanation.

“Some of our clients prefer to deal with someone of the Madie gender,” Mike said. “Go in and talk to her. Holler at me if you need me.”

“Okay.”

Madi took a deep breath, grabbed the folder off the door and walked in. An older woman sat on the examining table, hands folded on her lap.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Henshaw,” Madi said, glancing down at the patient folder. “I see you preferred to wait until you saw me to describe your symptoms.”

“Don’t nobody around here need to know my business,” the woman said tartly. “This town is a bunch of busybodies and I won’t be fodder for the mill. You’ll keep quiet, woncha?”

“All visits are confidential. Now why don’t you tell me why you came to see us today?”

Mrs. Henshaw leaned forward and said, in a voice just above a whisper, “I’m all itchy down there. You know, my lady parts. Now don’t you be calling the doctor in here. No man ‘scept my husband’s gonna see them.”

Madi asked a few more questions before stepping out to consult Mike. She caught him coming out of the examining room beside hers. She briefed him on the situation and waited for a solution.

He gave her a list of questions to ask then added, “See if she’s changed laundry detergent or bath soap. The mission gives out a lot of supplies and the brands aren’t always the same. It could be an allergic reaction to one of the ingredients. I’ll write a prescription for a topical cream and we’ll have her come back in a week.”

“Okay.” Madi returned to the patient and after a few minutes, handed her the prescription.

“You know if this continues, the doctor will have to examine you,” she said.

The woman held up a warning finger.

“Just you or I won’t come back.”

Madi nodded in agreement, frustrated by the patient’s attitude. She pasted a smile on her face and waited until the woman left to sag against the examining table. 

Mike walked in and found her. He patted her shoulder and gave a sympathetic smile.

“You’re doing fine,” he said. “I’ll have Carlene call her in a day or two. If she’s not feeling better, we’ll arrange transport to a doctor’s office with a female ob-gyn.”

“Thanks.”

She walked from the room with weary steps. She was used to long days in the hospital but this was a different kind of tired.

“Here.” Madi looked up to see Mike offering a cupcake. “Carlene thought you could use a sugar boost. She’s taking the rest of them home to her kids.”

“Thanks.” Madi sat at the reception desk while Mike dictated his notes from the day’s cases. Uncle David was right about one thing. She’d been too busy to think about anything but her new duties.

Too busy to dwell on the reality that until she finished her contract, she’d be working hand in hand with the man who helped ruin her teenage life.
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Mike bent over, sweat pouring off him, at the end of his driveway. The run hadn’t been a personal best but he hit the pavement hard. Running kept him from thinking, especially about his new nurse. He hadn’t asked David for details. He was just thrilled that someone was willing to come on short notice.  Three days ago, Gerri broke the news that she needed to be with her mother immediately. Mike put out an e-mail asking if anyone could help him find a temp. The next day, David responded and today, Madi showed up.

She didn’t look that different than when he saw her for the last time twelve years ago. She’d grown into her potential. Today’s Madi was far different than the kid he knew that summer, a girl caught on the cusp of womanhood. Of course, he wasn’t the same either. What happened then would never happen now. 

As he walked into the trailer home that came with the job, he was greeted with great enthusiasm by Twerp. The rescue dog came with the name, so Mike kept it. No need to confuse her more when she was dealing with a new home and a new roommate.

He suspected her ancestry included a half-dozen breeds or more. The result was a lively personality, enthusiasm for all things different and a tendency to steal Mike’s socks and hide them. She was great company, especially after a hard day.

“Ready to eat, girl?” He bent down and scratched her head. Twerp danced away toward the kitchen for her supper. He’d never met a dog that ate salad with her dry food before but Twerp loved it.

Mike showered and searched the refrigerator and freezer for his own meal. He settled on leftover spaghetti that he microwaved and ate straight from the plastic storage bowl while he watched the nightly news. Twerp sat on the floor in front of him, hoping for a bite to drop. Mike smiled and patted her head. 

Life was a funny thing. Even a few years ago, he didn’t consider himself the happy-at-home kind, content with the companionship of a dog. Sometimes, maybe, he’d get married. After he had his career underway. After he saw where his path led. After he met the right woman.

He smiled. His old friends wouldn’t recognize him. Those days of getting drunk and hell-raising were over. That stuff was okay for the boy he used to be but not the man he was becoming.

A sharp bark let him know Twerp was waiting for an after-dinner stroll around the property. She fancied herself a protector, taking time to check every bush and corner in case some intruder was hiding there. She flushed out a rabbit once, which only encouraged her to insist on the nightly ritual. Usually all she found to chase were blowing leaves, and she was content with that as well.

Mike picked up sticks as
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