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  In memory of my grandma
who, after raising twelve children
while tending to her neighbor,
returned to school to become a nurse.

And to those medical professionals
whose listening and care make a difference to so many,
especially the nurses in my family.








  
  From the end of the earth will I cry unto thee, when my heart is overwhelmed: lead me to the rock that is higher than I. For thou hast been a shelter for me, and a strong tower from the enemy.

Psalm 61:2-3, KJV
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Chapter One


Friday, June 5, 1931
Crow’s Nest, Wisconsin

Acertain smiling blonde waitress had nothing to do with why Dr. Nick Matrone detoured to the Wharfside Cafe that morning. He needed coffee before seeing his first patient. The cantankerous Mrs. Bindle. An older widow who came into the clinic at least once a week complaining of one malady or another. However, in his professional medical opinion, Nick believed the woman was simply lonely. He could relate. 
The sun glared off the glassy water to his left as his shoes clumped on the wooden boards of the wharf. The fishing boats were all out on Lake Michigan at this time of the morning. He’d learned enough from rooming with David Martins, a fishing captain, that such calm conditions made for poor fishing. He whispered a prayer for his friend. The man was engaged and needed the income during these lean times. Not that God listened. Nick just couldn’t shake the habit of bringing every worry to Him.
He turned his face away from the brightness as his mood darkened. He tightened his grip on his satchel. Beginning a day in a grouchy mood never ended well. His patients needed him to be positive, encouraging, to foster healing. A perspective that had been increasingly difficult over the last six months. Today's newspaper headline only added to the problem.
Coffee.
Nick plowed through the empty outdoor seating and pulled open the door to the Wharfside. He spotted several of the retired captains sitting at a table in the middle of the room and promptly spun around. He didn’t want to talk. Didn’t want to be jovial. The gregarious Italian. He barely restrained a muttered Italian phrase that would have had his mamma crossing herself.
Sometimes he wished his skin tone was several shades lighter. His nose, not so straight. His hair, not so black. Then people would see him as a doctor. Not as someone related to Al Capone, whose indictment for tax evasion dominated the front page of today’s Crow’s Nest Gazette. Just because Nick was also Italian. No matter that he had never been to Chicago, except to travel through on his way from New York City.
Yes. He needed coffee. Lots of it.
“Dr. Matrone?” Melinda “Mindy” Zahn stepped out of the Wharfside door wearing a serviceable gray dress and white apron, her blonde hair in her usual ponytail. A beautiful, albeit questioning, smile on her fair face. She always said his name correctly, with the emphasis on the first part and the ay at the end. It tripped off her tongue in a lilting way he could listen to all day.
“Uh, hi.” He shook his head. Being attracted to someone like Mindy wouldn’t end well. A guy who looked like him didn’t marry a girl who looked like her. He cleared his throat and dredged up his professional voice. “Might I get a cup of coffee while I sit out here?”
“Certainly.” Her smile grew. “I’ll be back in a moment.”
Nick set his satchel down beside a chair and unbuttoned his suit coat. A warm breeze slipped underneath. It promised to be one of the warmest days yet, as expected, seeing that summer would officially arrive in a couple weeks.
“Did you pick a seat?” Mindy returned with a cup balanced on a saucer.
“This okay?” He waved at the table he’d chosen and tucked his thumbs into his vest pockets.
“It’s a beautiful morning.” She set the coffee cup on the table, then shielded her eyes as she looked out across the water. “I love early summer days. The sun feels like a warm hug, and the warmth is welcome after the winter. It’s like a sheep shedding its winter coat. All the weight is gone. It’s delightful.”
Nick watched her, as he’d done since he met her. She was rarely static. Though she didn’t talk with her hands like Nick’s mother and sister, her whole body swayed as she talked, her eyes animated with her expressions. If he had a thousand years, he doubted he could read her fully. However, he loved to read.
“What is your favorite season?” She turned her wide hazel eyes on him.
“Can’t say as I have one.” Certainly not like she did. “New York winters are full of dirty slush. Summers, the heat is trapped in overpopulated apartments. Central Park is pretty in the fall. I never really noticed spring.”
She cocked her head, her ponytail swishing over her shoulder. “I don’t think I could live in a big city if that’s the way the seasons went. It doesn’t sound as if there is any fresh air to—Oh no.” Her fingers wrapped around the edge of her apron.
Nick followed her gaze, and his stomach knotted. Joe Spelding. A chore of a man who made it his mission to seduce Mindy, or any other woman gullible enough to fall for his charms while he waited for Mindy to come around. Not that Mindy ever would. Nick had heard of their first run-in last summer, knew Mindy wanted to keep as far away from the man as she could. However, Nick knew men like Spelding. Knew they wouldn’t give up easily, that their snake-oil words could weave an enchantment over the strongest of people.
“I best …” Mindy thumbed toward the door, her hand trembling.
“Mindy.” Nick stepped toward her. He hated that there seemed no solution, that Spelding didn’t take a hint—or an obvious rejection. “What can I do?”
“Nothing.” She grazed her fingers along his arm, so lightly he could barely feel her touch through his coat sleeve. It strengthened his resolve to do whatever he could to protect her from the scoundrel. “I avoid him when I can. When he’s a customer …”
She shrugged and slipped away. Nick worked his jaw as his mind sorted through scenarios. He’d bring it up to David tonight. There had to be something they could do. No woman should feel unsafe like this in her own community.
“Morning, Matrone.” Spelding turned into the outdoor seating of the Wharfside. The man had the decency to mostly say Nick’s surname as it was meant, just with the hard n sound at the end. Like how most people said his name. “You come here for the food or the scenery?”
Nick closed his fist at the innuendo in Spelding’s voice. Uno, due, tre … “Coffee.”
Spelding laughed.
“If you’ll excuse me.” Without waiting for a response, Nick dropped into his chair and lifted his satchel to his lap. He didn’t plan to look over patient files while drinking his coffee, but he needed a physical barrier to keep people—Spelding—from talking to him.
Spelding’s chuckling finally ended as the door closed behind him.
Nick removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He was tired. So very tired. The weariness dragged his shoulders down. Even the coffee couldn’t infuse his body with energy. How was he going to be kind to Mrs. Bindle with this grouchy feeling stealing any lightness inside? The sun was shining, summer was coming, he was away from the dirty city. Hope should buoy him up. Why couldn’t he find his life raft?
A small figure caught his attention. A young girl in a dirty tan dress that came to her knees. Beat up shoes. Messy blonde hair. She walked almost like a ghost. Wandering. Meandering. Nick shifted, ready to react if she went too close to the edge of the wharf and the water. Instead, she turned into the cafe seating area, dragging a carpet bag behind her. Her gaze passed over him to the sign above the doorway, yet she stayed still. Strangely still.
Nick searched the wharf for anyone connected to this child. She couldn’t be over eight years old. Surely there was a parent nearby. Or other relative. However, the wharf maintained its early morning quiet.
Slowly, so as not to startle the child, Nick rose from his table. Five careful steps brought him to her and he knelt. “Hi. My name is Dr. Matrone. What’s your name?”
She cocked her head, reminding him so much of Mindy.
Nick’s pulse picked up. “Where are your parents?”
One thin shoulder rose and fell.
“Are you looking for someone?” Nick’s medical training pounded in his ears. The girl’s gaunt face, questioning gaze, overly thin frame … and the fact she showed no signs of desiring to talk … he shoved his medical instincts aside. For the moment. He needed to find her people. He followed his suspicions. “Are you looking for Mindy?”
The little girl’s eyes brightened. He eased out the breath that wanted to whoosh out. This child was connected to Mindy. Somehow.
“Can I help you find Mindy?” Nick held out a hand. She laid bony fingers, pale against his dark skin, in his palm. His heart constricted with a fierce protectiveness.

      [image: ]Mindy straightened her spine as she brought Joe Spelding his fish sandwich. He’d been back in Crow’s Nest for several months now, and she managed to avoid him. Except when he came into the Wharfside.
“Here is your meal.” She tried to keep a pleasant tone, not just because her boss expected it, but because she didn’t want Joe to know how much his presence affected her.
“Thank you, doll.” Joe winked, sending a shudder down Mindy’s spine. She stepped out of reach in case he tried to grab her hand or attempt any other type of inappropriate touch, which he always tried to get away with. She hated it. Hated that she’d agreed to let him take her out on a date last summer. He thought that gave him a license she didn’t want him to have.
Not that he was the only man to think that because she was a waitress, she was an easy woman. If only she didn’t need this job to support her family.
“Will that be all?” she asked Joe as she gathered bowls from the table beside his.
The light in his eye warned that something lascivious was about to come out of his mouth. Mindy braced, praying her pale cheeks wouldn’t turn red. Then the door opened. A murmured prayer wisped up from her heart.
Nick Matrone didn’t look like the knights in shining armor that she imagined as a little girl, with his dark hair, glasses, and general bookish appearance. In this moment, she could almost image his lanky frame covered in chain mail instead of a suit, and a shield on his arm instead of a … her gaze caught sight of the little girl clasping Nick’s hand.
“Mabel?” She set the bowls on a table with an unceremonious clatter and rushed forward. She dropped to her knees in front of her baby sister. “What’s wrong? Where are Mother and Father?”
Her sister looked back at her with bright blue eyes. Mindy willed her to finally speak. Yet, Mabel’s lips didn’t move. Then she realized Mabel’s little hand was still in Nick’s larger one. Her gaze ran up his arm to connect with his. She found question there, and concern. But no judgment.
“Can you come outside?” He nodded toward the door.
Mindy glanced over her shoulder and realized the entire cafe was staring at them. Heat flared up her neck, and she pushed to her feet, desperately needing to get her sister away from so many prying eyes. Her toe caught on her skirt, and Nick caught her elbow. The touch went straight to her heart. It was respectful, protective. He held the door as he ushered them outside.
“Mabel arrived alone?” Mindy searched the wharf for any sign of her parents. Her pulse pounded in her throat. Where were they? Had Mabel wandered so far from the farm? She barely left the house.
“She came with a carpetbag.” He pointed to the flowered bag, which sat on the ground beside his satchel.
Mindy pressed a hand to her chest, a bad feeling welling inside. Mabel tugged Nick toward her bag, opened it, and pulled out a folded paper. She turned her wide eyes toward Mindy and held it out. Mindy took the paper, stared, unseeing, at it. Her heart hammered. Her ears filled with rushing. Then Nick was beside her, leading her toward a chair. He pressed fingers to her wrist, then raised her chin to look into her eyes. She latched onto their brown depths as if they could pull her from the spinning world.
“Sit here while I get Mabel settled.” Nick ordered in his doctor tone, except he trailed his thumb along her jaw before he stepped away. It grounded her, made her feel the hard chair, the firm ground.
Yet worry sank deep as she watched Nick return from inside with a muffin for Mabel and a coffee for Mindy. How Mindy wished her sister would speak. Could speak. Never had her sweet little sister uttered a single word. Her parents refused to investigate why. Was it her hearing, her shyness, something else? Mindy would have paid for a doctor’s visit herself, if only her father allowed it. Instead, her parents kept Mabel sequestered away on the farm. Hidden from the world as if she would shame the family. It broke Mindy’s heart.
So how did Mabel get here, alone, and with baggage? Where were their parents? The paper crinkled in her fingers, and she caught sight of her mother’s script. Father didn’t approve of Mindy having a job, said the unwelcome male attention she received was because she worked as a waitress. Yet farming didn’t bring enough money when her father bought bootlegged whiskey. Not a drunk like David Martin’s father, he still overindulged during the slower seasons. Of course, Father would never hear of Mindy sending them money, so she secreted it to Mother. How Mother explained the money, she didn’t know, though Mother gratefully made it stretch as needed.
Nick slid a chair beside her. “Do you want me to read it aloud?”
She turned away from him, so he wouldn’t learn her secret. Even her mother didn’t know. David did. He was the only one. Shame washed over her. If only the words didn’t jump all over the page as she tried to read. She could decipher enough to get by … however, to read a letter in front of Nick?
He covered her hands, slid the crushed paper from them. “Close your eyes, Mindy, and just listen.”
She nodded, hating how much she appreciated Nick taking the decision from her. She felt like a tiny boat set out in a stormy sea and Nick the lighthouse, pulling her into a safe harbor.
“Melinda,” her name rolled from him like a warm breeze. Mother never called her Mindy. “There is no time to say this gently. The corn crop failed. Your father has decided we will go west at once, and we cannot take Mabel with us. Please take care of her. Keep her safe. Use the money you would send me to see to her. I will write again when we settle. I love you, daughter.”
Mindy stared at her sister. Her sweet, gentle, kind sister. Mabel sat at a nearby table eating the muffin as if she hadn’t eaten well in days. How could she take care of her? She couldn’t leave her alone in her apartment above The Barn, the local bakery. Did Mindy make enough as a waitress to provide the food and clothing Mabel needed? Did she send her to school in the fall?
“I’m sorry, Mindy.” Nick’s voice tugged her gaze to his. “Your parents didn’t even say goodbye to you, did they?”
Her shoulders fell. So focused on Mabel, she hadn’t even realized what this meant for her. Would she see her mother again?
“Do you have to finish your shift?” Nick squeezed her hands, then stood. “Never mind. As your doctor, I’m telling your boss you’re taking the day off.”
“Wait.” She stopped him. “I can’t afford to miss a shift. Especially not now.”
Nick’s jaw firmed, eyes narrowed. “Are you sure? You’re reeling from this news. Grieving.”
How did he understand emotions she had yet to identify in herself? “I need this job, Nick. I’ve spent too much time out here as it is. Mr. Clifford won’t give me a lunch break now. No, I have to work or I’ll lose my job. You understand, don’t you?”
“Okay, Mindy. Yes, I understand.” Nick’s expression softened. “Then may I take Mabel to the clinic with me?”
“Heavens, why?” Sure, she was so silent most people didn’t notice her presence, yet no one had ever volunteered to spend time with Mabel. “What’s your angle, Dr. Matrone? Do you plan to fix her? Dissect her? Evaluate—”
“Mindy.” He caught her shoulders. “No. Mabel doesn’t need to be fixed. She’s not an engine that’s broken. She’s a little girl whose parents left her, who no longer has a home. Like you.”
Mindy blinked, and her nose tingled. “No one has ever said that before. They always wonder what’s wrong with Mabel.” With me.
Nick turned to stand beside Mindy as they both looked at her sister. “I’ll ask my sister to come by to keep Mabel company. Bella loves practicing her English. And don’t worry, she won’t make a big deal if Mabel doesn’t say anything. She’s used to me letting her chatter with barely a nod in reply.”
Mindy couldn’t help a smile. Nick spoke so … normally. The defensive, protective fight died right out of her, and a smile took its place. She could picture Nick with a book, rolling his eyes as Bella animatedly told a story. From what she’d seen over the past few months, they got along easily. Their teasing and lighthearted relationship was a joy to watch. It was as if they’d never been apart, though Mindy knew they hadn’t seen each other in years. Bella only recently left Italy, whereas Nick had lived in New York City since he was a child.
She couldn’t imagine being separated from Mabel for that long and was suddenly grateful her parents had left Mabel with her instead of taking her west with them. Though how a parent left a child behind, she didn’t know. Couldn’t fathom. She opened her mouth to ask—because Nick’s parents had brought him with them to America when they left Italy, yet had left Bella behind with her grandmother. However, something within the cafe caught Nick’s attention. In one fluid movement, he’d scooped up his satchel and Mabel’s carpetbag.
“Don’t worry about a thing, Mindy.” His doctor's tone was back. “Focus on being a wonderful waitress, and we’ll talk when you come by the clinic later.”
Mindy nodded. Grateful. “All right. Thank you, Nick. Truly. I—”
Joe emerged from the cafe, calculating eyes taking in the scene. What did he think about what was going on? What assumptions did he make? Her palms turned clammy, yet she put herself between him and her sister. “Was your meal satisfactory, Mr. Spelding?”
“It would have been improved by your presence.” He stepped into her personal space. Mindy raised her chin. Why did he have to be so familiar with her? “Go out with me tonight.”
“No.” Mindy glared at him, hoping anger could hide her quivers. “Good day, Mr. Spelding.”
“You will say yes eventually, Mindy Zahn.” Joe leaned forward so quickly, she barely had time to turn her head before his kiss landed on her skin. “No one tells me no for long.”
Mindy kept herself from slapping the man. She needed her job too much to risk it.
She felt Nick’s gaze. Would he think her loose like everyone else? Needing to know, even as she feared the truth, she raised her eyes. Not judgment. Deep concern warred with anger. Did she want him to step in or stay beside her sister? She subtly shook her head and squared off with Joe. Mabel was more important. A minor discomfort was worth keeping Joe’s focus and avoiding a further scene with Mabel at the center. Mindy was used to being mistreated.
“I need to return to work.” Mindy backed toward the door, wishing she could tell Mabel all would be okay. “Good day, Mr. Spelding.”
Prayer didn’t come naturally, yet as she entered the dim interior of the Wharfside, one poured out. She thanked God for Nick, then begged God to protect Mabel and their parents. She needed wisdom and the ability to provide for her sister. A customer called, and while she went through the motions of work, she silently added to her requests, hoping God was listening to a woman like her. Her friend Adaleigh said God heard her. Mindy Zahn. How she hoped Adaleigh was right, because Mindy never wanted her prayers answered as much as she did this day.
The morning slogged into afternoon. She repeated prayer after prayer. Demands and innuendos fell aside. They were nothing compared to the growing whirlwind of thoughts in her mind. The reality that Mabel now depended upon her. How would Mindy be what her sister needed? She’d made so many mistakes. She wasn’t smart or savvy or book-learned. It seemed her smile and pretty face were her only assets. At least according to Willie Clifford, the Wharfside owner, and most of the customers.
Would that be enough? It had to be. She wouldn’t fail her sister. Right now, she needed to trust Nick to keep her little sister safe.
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Chapter Two


Later that afternoon, Nick leaned against the doorframe leading to the waiting area of his clinic, watching his sister interact with Mabel. Two opposites in every way. Bella moved constantly, her hands, her body, her mouth. She was tall and lean like him, a long, thick braid hung over her shoulder. She wore a simple, bland dress—showing their family’s lack of financial standing—the only item not dynamic about her. Even though she’d just arrived from Italy, she jumped at the chance to accompany him to Wisconsin. While their parents had hoped to have both children close by for the first time in almost two decades, New York City tenements were no place for a vibrant young woman like Bella. 
Over the course of the day, Bella had lapsed into Italian. The musical tones made Nick smile. He missed hearing it every day and all around him. For all the challenges that came with his heritage, he was proud of it. He was born into an Italian family and could thank God for that. He loved the emphasis on family and community. Admired his parents for their determination and sacrifice in leaving the homeland to give their children a better life. Even if Bella didn’t get to join them until last fall. A few bad apples, who newspapers and bigots used to paint the entire Italian community, shouldn’t make him ashamed of who God made him.
Mabel didn’t seem to mind Bella's change from English to Italian. She sat in her chair, perfectly still, wide eyes watching Bella’s every move. Though he told Mindy he didn’t invite the little girl here to analyze her, he couldn’t turn that part of his medical mind off. He watched Mabel’s gaze, attempting to pinpoint exactly what she looked for in Bella.
From Nick’s angle, it seemed like the little girl watched Bella’s eyes most of all. That encouraged him. He’d seen a dozen mute children over the years. Many times it was because of deafness or disinterest in the world around them. With Mabel, she watched too closely, tense yet not wanting to draw any notice. He wanted to ask Mindy questions about her sister. Had she ever spoken before? Had she gone to school? Did she read?
He wouldn’t, though. It didn’t take a mathematician to see that she was incredibly protective of her little sister, and in no way did Nick want to break the trust she placed in him this morning. However, perhaps he could earn Mindy’s confidence enough that she would eventually seek his medical advice about her sister. Not that he was an expert or thought he had a cure, but perhaps together they could help Mabel find her voice.
The door opened and his standing three o’clock appointment walked in. Nick straightened, as he always did when in the company of Buck Wilson, head of the Crow’s Nest Conglomerate. The man was impeccably dressed in a finely tailored suit. He commanded authority wherever he went, yet he kept a relaxed air that said he had everything under control. 
Bella’s story slowed as she watched Buck cross the room. The man offered a congenial smile, gaze darting to Mabel, before he returned his attention to Nick. Bella waited another beat before continuing the story she was telling Mabel. Nick hadn’t made an opinion of Buck yet, but he was grateful the man didn’t seem interested in his sister. Bella, however, watched all the bachelor men in town, making Nick itch at the thought of someone asking her on a date.
“I’ll hold my questions.” Buck shook Nick’s hand, drawing Nick away from his brotherly protectiveness. Nick nodded, then raised his arm in an invitation to go down the hall to his office.
The clinic was originally operated by Dr. Thompson, a hawkish man stuck in the old ways. The man’s prejudice against Nick was obvious the first time they met. He looked down his nose at Nick’s heritage, his youth, his newfangled ideas. Used to being judged by his nationality, Nick had expected it when he first approached Dr. Thompson. He downplayed himself to a point just shy of groveling. It was enough that Dr. Thompson allowed him to work beside him in the clinic to see a few patients, particularly the ones Dr. Thompson hadn’t wanted to treat. Nick put up with it because it was a temporary arrangement and allowed him to help his friends.
Upon his return to New York City this past Christmas, he saw his old partner in a new light thanks to Dr. Thompson’s treatment. It sank into his hide like a thorn. So when he was again needed in Crow’s Nest, he sold his half of the business and moved permanently to Crow’s Nest. Then with Dr. Thompson’s recent nefarious activities, Nick inherited the practice in full.
However, not everyone liked having an Italian doctor, or a younger doctor, or a new doctor. It was partly why Buck had set up these appointments. He wanted the town to know he approved of Nick. Though Nick couldn’t quite understand why the man went out of his way to make such a point.
Instead of following Nick’s direction, Buck turned into the last exam room across from Nick’s office. Surprised, Nick followed him in and closed the door. “Are we not discussing your attempt at finding the mole within the Conglomerate?”
Buck lifted himself to the exam table and shook his head. “I need some medical advice.” A pinkish hue covered his ears.
“You came to the right place.” Nick purposefully relaxed, hoping it would set Buck at ease.
“Since my step-brother returned from prison, I haven’t been sleeping.” Buck pressed his palms to the table on either side of his body, as if voicing this was physically painful. “Joe is a criminal and having him in my house …”
Only practice kept Nick from reacting. Buck’s step-brother was none other than Joe Spelding, and after seeing the way the scoundrel treated Mindy today, he wanted to do more than simply express his complete agreement that the man was a criminal.
“I don’t trust him.” Buck sagged. “When he’s in my house, my ears are attuned to every movement. When he’s gone, I’m waiting for bad news.”
Nick nodded to keep Buck talking.
When the man raised his head, Nick nearly gaped. Buck’s mask was gone. Haggard lines marred his face. Black shadows showed beneath his eyes. The man was exhausted.
“Having Joe close allows me to keep an eye on him. It’s taking its toll. I can’t remember the last time I slept a whole night. Then this morning, I experienced this tightness around my ribs. I’m not one to run to the doctor …” Buck’s chin dropped to his chest.
“There’s nothing to be ashamed of for seeking medical help, Buck.” Nick had told many a man that, though so often they came to him when it was too late. “Let’s give you an exam, then go from there.”
Buck gave a defeated sigh. “Thanks, Doc.”
Twenty minutes later, he’d detected no medical reason for Buck’s condition. “I could give you a clean bill of health; however, I won’t because, if you continue with so little sleep, you’ll be back in here with an actual medical condition. That means we need to address the reason you’re not sleeping.”
“We?” Buck buttoned his shirt, giving Nick a sardonic smirk.
Nick shrugged. “I don’t use the term to couch the word you. I really mean we.”
Buck slid from the table. “What do you have against Joe?”
“Picked up on that, did you?” Nick set aside his stethoscope and crossed his arms. “He’s harassing Mindy Zahn, and I don’t want Bella to catch his eye.”
A gleam lit Buck’s eyes, washing away the dark circles. “Mindy, hmm? You watch her unlike other men do.”
A strange tension crawled up his neck. He lifted his glasses to scrub his face. “I try to catch myself because I know how she feels about the way men treat her. I admit, I do watch her, which means I’m a cad and no better than them.”
“Did you not hear me?” Buck shrugged into his suit coat. “Unlike, man. Un-like. As in you have respect in your eyes. You’re not staring at her … well … it’s not lust that I see. You’re curious, like you want to know her as a person.”
Nick leaned against the wall, letting it brace him. “I do. She’s an amazing woman. She brings laughter and light to those around her. Always selfless and caring. She makes tough days enjoyable just by being.”
Buck raised an eyebrow. “You going to ask her out, then?”
“No.” Nick shook his head to emphasize what he knew deep down. “I couldn’t do that to her.”
Buck slid his hands into his pockets, the head of the Conglomerate persona returning. “Want to know why I made this standing appointment? Because you might not like me, you might not trust me, you might believe like everyone else that I am indeed a criminal, but you don’t let that get in the way. I can respect that.”
Nick pushed from the wall and opened the door, not wanting Buck to see how his words pierced. They should be a compliment, and they were, but it also touched that raw place in his heart. Why he left New York.
“So, is it patient confidentiality, or can you tell me why Mindy’s little sister was in your waiting room?”
A laugh jumped from Nick’s throat. Buck was back in usual form. However, the glimpse was enough to wonder who the real Buck Wilson happened to be.

      [image: ]Mindy stopped outside the clinic and allowed herself a moment to fold. Her shoulders sank, her vision blurred, her heart bled. Her parents had left. Mabel’s care was now hers alone. Was Nick a man she could trust? She hesitated. What if he treated her sister like a curiosity? What if he wanted to dig into why she didn’t speak? Sure, Mindy would love to understand, but not at the expense of turning Mabel into a circus act. Right now, she wasn’t sure she could take one more disappointment.
The door swung open before Mindy was ready to face what she’d find inside. Laughter drifted out. Female laughter. Surely not her sister’s, though she had never heard Mabel laugh.
“Miss Zahn.” Buck Wilson held the door open. “I assume you’re here for your sister.”
Mindy narrowed her gaze at the man. David’s uncle was investigating Buck for criminal involvement. Detective O’Connor had yet to find proof and Buck had shown himself willing to help her friends, however Mindy wasn’t about to trust that Buck wasn’t hiding something. He was Joe Spelding’s brother, after all. Mindy had a horrible track record for trusting the right men.
“Dr. Matrone didn’t say a word. Neither did Miss Matrone. Your sister looks just like you, so it was an easy guess.” Buck’s smile was strangely genuine. “If you have need of anything, please tell me.”
Mindy cocked her head, trying to understand the reason for Buck’s offer. “Did Nick tell you about Mr. Spelding?”
“Only his own reaction to what my step-brother did.” Buck slid his hands into his pockets, using his back to keep the door open. “Since I know Joe won’t do it, I’d like to extend my own apologies on Joe’s behalf.”
Mindy stared at him.
“If there was anything I could do to change his behavior, I would.” The dapper man sighed. “You have a good day now, and tell me if you need anything.”
Mindy watched him until he entered the Conglomerate headquarters a block or so down Main Street, then entered the clinic. Nick was nowhere in sight. Mabel sat on a chair beside Bella Matrone.
Bella’s laugh was what she’d heard from outside. The young woman laughed again, then patted Mabel’s knee. “Grazie mille, Paperotta. I very much enjoyed talking with you.”
Mindy took a step back, surprised, not at the sincerity in Bella’s tone, but at how grateful she sounded. As if Mabel listening was a blessing to her.
Bella leapt to her feet and snagged Mindy’s hands, a string of Italian words on her tongue. She broke off and shook her head. “I forget to use English when I am happy. Your sister is delightful, and I do hope I have not bored her with my chattering. Niccolo can only listen for so long. Mabel never took her gaze off of me. She is a sweet brave, little one.”
Mindy didn’t know what to say. She wholeheartedly agreed. Yet she was usually the only one who thought so, and even then, her desire to protect her sister likely didn’t allow Mabel to stretch her wings. However, the world was a cruel place, and she wanted to shield her sister from it for as long as she could.
“Mindy!” Nick emerged from the back, looking relieved. “Did the rest of your day turn out okay?”
She didn’t exactly want to talk about it. “It is done.” She forced a smile. Nick adjusted his glasses, and she suspected he didn’t quite believe her.
Mabel slipped her little hand into Mindy’s and leaned her head on Mindy’s arm. What was she going to do with her now? They’d go home to the apartment above The Barn … then what?
The Matrone siblings exchanged a look, then Nick stepped forward. “Would you be willing to discuss ways we could help you?”
Mindy glanced back and forth between the pair. “What do you mean?”
Nick stuck his thumbs into his vest pockets. “I have an idea, but it will take a conversation.”
Mindy tapped a tired foot. She really just wanted to get home and take off her shoes. “You’re speaking cryptically. Explain?”
Again, Nick looked to his sister. This time, Bella spoke. “Tell her the plan, Niccolo. Then we will get permission from everyone else.”
“Everyone else?” Mindy’s heart cinched, and she tightened her hold on Mabel’s hand.
“I don’t want to get your hopes up and then disappoint you.” Nick rocked on his heels. “There has been so much house shuffling since Gilbert and Marian left, what with David and I taking Mrs. Whittlebush’s house until he and Adaleigh get married, and Samantha going west so Bella could have her room. With Patrick and Meri living in the Ward’s old house, that leaves his room open at the Martins home. Adaleigh lives there, and I know you two are friends. So I thought, perhaps, Mrs. Martins could offer you a place to stay, too. You and Mabel wouldn’t even need to share a room.”
“Mabel could stay with me while you work,” Bella jumped in. “I took Signora Whittlebush’s seamstress clients, so I occasionally have a customer to speak to. But mostly I sew alone. Maybe Mabel would like to help me.”
Mindy looked down at her sister. Would Mabel want to learn to sew? She knelt, noting again how small her sister was, shorter than most children her age, including both of Marian’s girls, who were a bit younger than Mabel. “What do you think of the Matrone’s plan?” Mindy asked her. Would this be her first word?
“We need to get Mrs. Martins’s approval.” Nick hedged. Mindy knew the older woman, David’s grandmother, and had no doubt she would welcome Mindy and Mabel with open arms.
The more she considered the idea, the more she desired it. To live under Mrs. Martins’s roof, to share a home with Adaleigh—until she married. It brought peace to her soul. “Should we stay with David’s grandmother?” she asked Mabel again. The little girl had met David a couple times, since he and Mindy were childhood friends.
Mabel’s eyes lit up, and she nodded.
Mindy grinned. She pulled Mabel into a hug, hope taking root. Then she remembered her prayers from earlier. Was this God’s answer? Had He really heard her? She raised her gaze to Nick. He was watching them with a look of tenderness that stalled her breath. Then he blinked, caught her watching, and looked away.
“Can we move them tonight?” Bella bounced and clapped.
Nick groaned, but his smile betrayed his teasing. “Only if David helps me. It’s really up to Mindy.”
Bella dropped to her knees to encompass both Mindy and Mabel in her arms. “Say sí, do say sí!”
“We need to talk to Mrs. Martins, Bella,” Nick warned.
Bella waved him off. “You worry too much, il mio fratello. Signora Martins will love this idea. I know it.”
“Your brother does have a point.” Mindy pushed to her feet. For the second time that day, Nick caught her elbow to help her stand. She noted he didn’t do that for Bella when she jumped to her feet. “It’s Friday evening. I work half a day tomorrow. Perhaps afterward, we can move my belongings. Anyway, my lease is week by week, and I’ve already paid for next week.”
“Signora Martins will understand.” Bella crossed her arms. “Ask her before you make plans.”
“A wise idea.” Nick reached around the desk that sat in the corner of the waiting room, returning with both his satchel and Mabel’s carpetbag. “Allow me to escort everyone to the Martinses’ home.”
Bella clapped again, then held out a hand toward Mabel. “Walk with me, Paperotta? Or maybe we will skip. It is not signorile, ah, being a lady, but I am happy. Let us skip.”
Mabel’s eyes danced and the hint of a smile peaked out, like a single ray cutting through stormy clouds. It struck Mindy and melted her.
“She’s happy.” Nick’s voice rumbled in her ear. Mindy nodded, unable to speak. He held out his elbow. “May I, Miss Zahn?”
Mindy accepted his escort, surprised at the muscle she felt under his suit coat sleeve. She was used to farmers and fishermen. Braun and muscle, weathered faces and calloused hands. On the surface, Nick didn’t appear like any of those things. She wondered now, as he locked up the clinic, whether she had misjudged him. Not that she ever thought ill of him. Quite the opposite. She’d always appreciated him. He seemed to save the day more often than not. A knight for most of her friends. Was Nick all he seemed?
“You never answered my question.” Did he move closer to her? “How was your day?”
“Like all my others.” The truth in that made her cringe. “I’m grateful for my job. Remember how Marian couldn’t find one? I shouldn’t complain.”
He gave a noncommittal hum. “Do you enjoy working as a waitress?”
Ahead of them, Bella was indeed skipping. Mindy had never discovered how old Nick’s sister was. One minute she seemed all beauty and sophistication, the next she was skipping like a little girl. Mabel walked beside her, hand-in-hand, Bella skipping slow enough that Mabel didn’t need to even trot to keep up.
“Mindy?” Nick’s laugh tangled with her name.
“I don’t know how to answer.” Mindy shrugged. What else could she do? “I’ve never considered enjoying my job to have anything to do with doing it.”
But the question made her think of a conversation she’d had with Adaleigh last year. She’d told Adaleigh that she dreamed of opening her own cafe one day. A dream, that’s all it was.
“Girls like me don’t have the choices others might, and now I have my sister to consider.” The bitterness that seeped through made her eyes sting. “And you? Why did you leave your practice in New York to live in little old Crow’s Nest?”
They turned toward Lake Michigan. The clanging of boats mixed with the caw of seagulls. The breeze had picked up since this morning, causing ripples to spread out from shore and providing relief from the heat. After a long winter, it felt like the perfect day. Her feet slowed of their own accord, Nick coming to a halt beside her. She couldn’t help closing her eyes, and for just a moment, breathing in the fishy air.
“Perhaps this is why I chose to return.” Nick broke into the moment, not disrupting it, adding to it. “The city is close, cloying, dirty. Here is fresh air and peace.”
“You’ve found peace?” Mindy wanted it, wasn’t sure she’d ever had it.
“Not yet.” He lowered his arm, her hand slipping away. She felt the loss. Was he purposefully putting distance between them? Was she being too forward? Then he wove his fingers between hers. “I’m searching for it, and this seemed like the place to find it.”
“Do you think it can be found?” She didn’t dare move, afraid he’d realize he held her hand as he did, yet needing to know. “Do you think God hears us?”
Nick was silent for a long time. Bella and Mabel were nearly out of sight now. Still, Mindy didn’t want the moment to end. Wanted to know Nick’s answer. Did he think her foolish? Maybe she should—
Nick squeezed her fingers. “I pray the answer is yes, or we’ll be searching for a lifetime.”
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Chapter Three


Why had he taken Mindy’s hand? 
Nick backed into a corner of Mrs. Martins’s kitchen to stay out of the flurry of females. As he expected, Mrs. Martins opened her home to Mindy and Mabel with great enthusiasm. The short, round older lady reminded him of his own nonna. Late nonna. She hadn’t survived last year’s earthquake in Italy. Before that, he’d harbored no hopes of seeing her again, yet she’d always been there. A person to write. A person who prayed. Again it reminded him of Mrs. Martins.
Another commonality she had with his nonna was her smile, which bloomed when Mrs. Martins learned Mindy wished to move into her home. Nonna would have felt the same, her aged face wrinkling with years of laughter and difficulty. Where Mrs. Martins had a bob of silvery hair, the last he saw of Nonna, she’d had black curls with just a hint of gray threads. It’d been a long time.
“Help yourself to coffee, Dr. Matrone.” Mrs. Martins waved at her electric stove. Adaleigh’s Christmas gift to her soon-to-be grandmother-in-law. “It will take me a few minutes to get the girls settled. Don’t you dare rush off. You will stay for supper.”
Nick winked. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Signora Martins.”
“Good.” She gave a decisive nod. “You don’t eat here enough. Even with your sister living here.”
“Sí, signora.” Nick bowed his head, knowing when to defer, thanks
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