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The dream was always the same. He was standing on the shore, his arm outstretched, willing her to take his hand. She stood in the lake, the cold water lapping at her knees, holding their daughter in her arms. Uncertainty was etched on her face as she looked at his hand, deliberating her choice and then she turned and continued walking until the water rose over her head, swallowing the two people he loved the most.

His own screams woke him. Drenched with sweat and shaking, he tried to clear the images from his brain. He wondered, as he often did, why he dreamt of the water. There had been no water. Samantha and Rachel hadn’t drowned. They were alive, somewhere. He just didn’t know where.

Getting out of bed, he walked to the window and looked out over the town. The streets were quiet as they should be; it was still two hours until dawn. Knowing that he would be unable to sleep any longer, he walked to his desk and pulled out a photograph that he kept tucked away in his drawer. He stared at the picture of his family; smiling in a happier time. He wondered if he would recognize Rachel if he saw her again. The girl had only been three years old when Samantha had left. He still remembered her last words to him.

“I’m not happy, Ben. We’re not happy. You spend all of your time studying and I’m tired of being alone. And once you become a doctor it will be even worse. You’ll be gone all of the time with your patients. You never have time for Rachel and me. I can’t take it anymore.”

“Please don’t leave,” he’d begged. “Please don’t take Rachel away from me. I love you Samantha, you and Rachel. My life will be nothing without you.”

His pleading had fallen on deaf ears. When he’d returned home the next day, they were gone. There was nothing left in their house to show that a family had lived there; just the photograph.

As he placed the picture back in the drawer, Ben decided that he might as well begin his day. He had several ranches to visit and the sooner he completed his calls, the sooner he could return to his empty room.

Hidden Springs had been his home for four years now. He was the only doctor in town, and was well-liked and respected. He had many friends who treated him like family. If any of them wondered why he chose to live alone, they never asked. If they had, Ben would have told them that he didn’t have time for a family. Although it wasn’t true, it was the reason that Samantha had given him when she left, destroying his heart. Yes, that’s what he’d tell them. No one had to know that he was scared to take a chance on love.
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May 1871

“That should do it, Matt,” Ben said, putting his instruments back into his bag. “Try to stay off of your foot as much as possible for the next couple of weeks. You were lucky this time; the sprain will heal. That bull could have broken your ankle, kicking you like that.”

Matt Wilmington grunted and hobbled out to his barn, little puffs of dust rising with each step. Ben sighed and shook his head in exasperation, adjusting his hat against the glaring sun. He’d known full well that the rancher would disregard his orders; he just wished that Matt would’ve waited until he’d left the premises. Being a doctor in this rough and wild territory was frustrating. Most of his days were spent stitching wounds, setting broken bones, and tending to assorted other injuries, only to have his patients make their conditions worse by not giving themselves time to heal. He understood; there were still chores to be done, livestock to feed, and families to provide for, injuries or not. He felt inadequate sometimes, like he was only needed to deliver a quick fix; not provide the proper medical services that he had been trained for. He sometimes wondered if he should give up doctoring altogether, but he had no idea of what else he would do. He loved helping people; healing their wounds, bringing new life into the world, and helping to ease the pain of a loved one’s passing. He had made a life for himself here, albeit a lonely one. It was by his choice that it remained that way.

Ben Kincaid was one of the most sought after men in Hidden Springs. His good looks, kind temperament, and choice of profession were very appealing attributes to the ladies in town. More than one woman had become afflicted with a ‘mysterious malady’, requiring her to seek out the doctor’s services. Ben was always a gentleman, never taking advantage of the situations that were presented to him. He came to be well-respected and trust-worthy, and was a valued member of the community. Eventually, the townspeople became accustomed to the idea that he was content to remain a bachelor.

He had never shared his past with anyone; not even his closest friends. He wasn’t sure why he never spoke of Samantha or Rachel. He didn’t think that his friends would judge him. After all, she had left him. It was more like if he spoke the words aloud, then it was true; he was never going to see his wife or his daughter again. And though he knew that he would never trust her again, the thought of letting go of his family for good was something that he just couldn’t bear.

Climbing up into the saddle, he pointed his gelding in the direction of town. If he was lucky, there would be no more calls this afternoon, and he would be able to meet the stage when it arrived. He was expecting a shipment of medicines, and was looking forward to spending a quiet evening putting his dispensary in order. Letting his horse set the pace, Ben leaned back in the saddle and started thinking about his life. His dreams about Samantha and Rachel were becoming more frequent, though it wasn’t surprising. Next week would mark the tenth year that he had been alone. How differently he thought his life was going to be. He’d met Samantha during his first year in medical school. One of his classmates had thrown a mixer, and invited Ben to join. He’d been reluctant, due to the vast amount of studying that needed to be completed but at the last minute, he’d decided to go. At his first look at Samantha, he’d lost his heart. She was breathtaking. And, he discovered to his delight, intelligent and funny, too. They’d spent the evening socializing, and though he’d been certain that she would turn him down, she had accepted his invitation to dine with him the next evening.

Theirs had been a whirlwind romance. Not a day went by that they didn’t spend at least a few moments together. Ben sacrificed some of his precious studying time to court Samantha, and on their third month anniversary, he’d proposed. She’d accepted instantly, and within two months they were married. It had been a small ceremony, held in the judge’s chambers. They didn’t have time to get away for a honeymoon, as Ben had to study for his final examinations which were scheduled to begin the following week. Instead, they enjoyed each other’s company in the small room that Ben had rented to live in while he attended classes. Although Samantha wasn’t quite as enthralled with the living arrangements, she adored Ben and did her best to be the perfect wife.

They had been married just over a year when Samantha discovered that she was pregnant. By then the novelty of being married had worn off, at least in her opinion. She was lonely, spending much of her time by herself as Ben was either in class or studying. The prospect of a baby cheered her somewhat, and she began making plans for the arrival. Ben was ecstatic at the news that he was to become a father, and did his best to help his wife however he could. To him, his life couldn’t be more perfect, and he neglected to see the unhappiness in his wife’s eyes.

A week before his daughter was born he began classes in his third year of medical school. Alone in a small room with a wailing infant, Samantha began to harbor serious doubts about her marriage. Though she loved Ben, she hardly spent any time with him, and although they made love as often as they could, she felt terribly neglected. The time that Ben spent at home with Samantha and Rachel was fleeting. His classwork had increased and he was working part-time to support his family. Although he was working hard to secure a bright future for them, he failed to see the toll his schedule was taking on Samantha.

Just after Rachel’s first birthday, they moved to a small house on the edge of town, not far from the college. The move eased some of the tension that Samantha had been feeling, and though it provided her with the opportunity to visit with people, she still desperately missed Ben. Their favorite times were in the evenings when he would finish his studying early enough to play with Rachel. The girl was growing quickly and had already begun taking small steps around the house. Ben was saddened by how much of his daughter’s life he was missing, and he loved nothing more than to hear her laughter, a sound made even better when Samantha joined in.

Ben was starting to see the effect that his absence was taking on Samantha, and late at night, after they’d make love, he would hold her and tell her just how wonderful their future would be once he graduated. All of the sacrifices would be worth the reward. He honestly considered his words to be true and Samantha agreed with him, although deep down she didn’t believe it to be so. Her feelings towards Ben were slowly evaporating, and though she cared for him deeply, she didn’t love him the way that she once had.

Another year passed and Ben took on more and more work, both at school and after classes. He was seldom home, a fact for which Samantha was grateful. She was having a harder time convincing herself that she should stay with him. If it hadn’t been for their daughter, Samantha would have left.

Rachel was a sweet child, never giving them a moment’s trouble, and she absolutely adored Ben. Her first word had been ‘da-da’, and Ben’s face had lit up when he heard it. He’d missed the bitter look on Samantha’s face, as he was still under the belief that they were a happy family. He saw all of his time away from home as a chance to better his family’s life and would have been astounded to learn how much Samantha had grown to resent him.

Ben had just entered his final year at college. It had taken him longer than some of his fellow classmates due to the fact that he had lessened his course load in order to provide for his family. Samantha would have been shocked had she known. He’d hardly been home as it was; she wouldn’t have been able to imagine how much he would’ve been gone had he not cut his schedule back. He’d spent a lot of that time working to be able to put food on the table. He was as in love with Samantha as he’d ever been and he worshiped Rachel. The loss of his wife and daughter was a blow that he’d never recovered from. He’d never forgiven Samantha for walking out on him, and for taking Rachel, and in doing so, he’d closed himself off from ever loving anyone again.

Shaking his head to clear it of the past, he smiled when he saw the town of Hidden Springs appear on the horizon. What was once a ghost town was now a thriving, bustling conglomeration of people and businesses, with a few houses scattered throughout, and he was proud to call it home. Riding down Main Street, he waved at several of his neighbors, calling out ‘hellos’ and ‘howdy-dos’, and his feelings of inadequacy from earlier were replaced with a sense of joy and contentment.

He stopped in front of the jail to chat for a moment with his friend, Jack. Dismounting, he stepped onto the boardwalk, and advanced with his hand extended. Reaching his friend, they shook hands and clapped each other on the back. Jack Tanner was the marshal of Hidden Springs and had married Landry Prescott, the town’s dressmaker, a year and a half earlier. Ben was close friends with both of them, and he’d been as happy as the rest of their friends when the dark-haired, charismatic, ladies’ man had finally realized that the proper, blond-headed seamstress was in love with him. Several attacks on Landry and a hidden treasure had brought the two together, and they’d been inseparable ever since. To the rest of the town, their life seemed perfect, but Ben knew the heartbreak that they had recently suffered.

“How’s Landry feeling?” Ben asked, noting the gaunt look on Jack’s face.

“She’s a little better. Still tired. She tries not to show how upset she is, but I hear her crying sometimes when she thinks I’m not around.”

“I’m sorry, Jack. I wish that there was something more that I could do. Losing a baby is never easy,” he said solemnly.

“This was the third miscarriage, Ben. I don’t know how many more times that she can go through this. I don’t know how many more times I can.” Jack’s voice dropped to almost a whisper, the pain that he felt for his wife and himself evident in his tone. “To make matters worse, she refuses to go see Kate. She said that she just can’t bear it. I understand how hard it is for her, but she and Kate are best friends. They need each other, especially right now. Sam said that Kate understands, but I know that she’s hurt, too.”

“Give Landry some time. She’ll come around. These things always have a way of working themselves out. If you need anything, either of you, you know where to find me. And Jack, you need to let yourself grieve as well. It’s not just Landry who lost a child.”

Tears filled Jack’s eyes and he blinked them away rapidly. “I know, Ben. Thanks. I’ll be okay. We’ll both be okay. She just really thought that this might be the one. At least she hadn’t started to show yet. She thinks that it’s bad enough to have our friends pity her, she doesn’t want that from the whole town.”

“No one pities her. We sympathize with her, and you. Landry’s a strong woman, Jack, she’ll be alright. And so will you. Just remember that your friends are here for you, okay?” Clapping Jack on the back once more, Ben walked to his horse and led him to the livery stable.

He spent ten minutes listening to Ernie Hodge, the owner of the livery, describe his newest symptoms, which sounded very much like the arthritis that Ben had already diagnosed him with, and then he walked across the street to his office. Situated between Abe Shulmann’s cabinet shop and the alley that separated his building from the saloon, Ben’s office was almost directly in the center of town. Hidden Springs had more than tripled in size in the last four years and the original town limits no longer existed. The schoolhouse, which had also doubled as a church, had quickly outgrown its congregation, and a new building had been erected west of town. A large boarding house now stood next to the stage depot, and a second restaurant had also joined the many fine businesses in town.

Fred Cooper, the owner of the general store, had some competition with a new emporium that had opened at the other end of the street. It amused Ben to see Fred and Al Bennett, the new owner, competing with each other on a daily basis, each one proclaiming to offer the lowest prices on goods. There was a lot of friendly banter as they tried to outdo the other. Rupert Caldwell’s newspaper, the Hidden Springs Herald, had been drawn into the battle, with each store owner running flamboyant advertisements. It improved circulation of the paper, which made Rupert happy, as the townspeople delighted in the extravagant announcements.

Along with the proliferation of citizens, and business establishments, the noise level had also risen, and Ben closed the door behind him as he stepped into his office, hoping to shut out the din. Although the racket wasn’t muted completely, the closed door did help, and for a moment Ben experienced a moment of peace. It was short-lived however, as the feeling of contentment that he’d felt earlier evaporated. He was restless, uncertain of where his life was going. He would turn thirty-three this year, and though all of his friends assumed that he was content to live as a bachelor, none of them knew about his previous life.

He missed having a family; his family. He’d never quite recovered from Samantha leaving him and taking Rachel. His heart ached every day for his daughter. He had missed so much of her life. Ten years was a long time. She would be a young lady now, almost fourteen. He wondered if she still resembled him. Did she have the blonde hair that she’d had as a child or had it darkened to brown, like her mother’s? Were her eyes still the same clear blue as his or had they taken on Samantha’s green tones? If she saw him today, would she remember him?

His chest grew heavy as he thought about the child that he would never know. He sat down at his desk and put his head in his hands. Even after all of these years, he could still hear Rachel’s laugh, and the vivid memory of it pierced his soul. He hated this feeling of longing for something that he could never have again. Samantha had broken his heart, and in the process, destroyed his faith in love, leaving him destined to be alone.

Before he could wallow any deeper in his despair, the office door opened and a young man entered. “Hey, Doc, how’re you doing?”

“I’m fine, Boots. How’s married life treating you?” Malcom ‘Boots’ Dunn had married Landry’s niece, Abby, a month earlier. Having earned his nickname from Sam, who’d proclaimed that he’d never seen anyone fuss over their footwear the way that he did, Boots was always cheerful, his enthusiasm for life affecting those around him.

Grinning broadly, Boots exclaimed, “It’s great! Better than I ever imagined! It’s just the best feeling, you know? Being with the person who you love every day! It’s the most wonderful feeling in the world!” Frowning at the expression on Ben’s face, Boots asked, “Are you alright? Did I say something wrong?”

Shaking off the momentary image of his wedding day to Samantha, Ben smiled. “Everything’s fine, Boots,” he assured his friend. “Now what can I do for you?”

“Abby sent me over to pick up some more salve for that cut on her hand.”

“Is it healing? Do you want me to come over and take a look at it?”

“Oh, no, it’s fine,” Boots answered quickly. Lowering his gaze, he kicked his boot at a knot in the floorboard. Sheepishly, he said, “Actually, it’s for me. I dropped a saw blade on my foot. Went right through the leather and left a gash across my toes. It was my best pair of boots, too!”

“I wondered why you had on that old, worn-out pair.” Seeing Boots wearing the dusty, old leather on his feet had given Ben a moment of concern and he gave a sigh of relief that marriage hadn’t changed his friend already. “Since you’re here, why don’t you let me take a look at your foot, just in case you need your toes amputated or something?”

Boots paled at Ben’s joke, and hesitated before removing his footwear. The cut was a little more serious than he had alluded to, but not nearly as bad as it could have been. The combination of the thick leather boot and dull teeth on the blade had minimized the damage to his foot. Ben cleaned the wound, although Abby had done a fine job of tending to her new husband’s injury. As he applied salve and bandages, he inquired about the new project that Boots was working on.

“How’s the digging going?” The town council had decided to dig a well at the edge of town, near the schoolhouse. With more and more people settling in town, it would help to have water in a central location, rather than having to haul it from the river. When he wasn’t working at the mill, Boots was taking his turn with a shovel. As Ben listened about the ongoing efforts of the work crew, he helped his patient wriggle his foot back into the boot. Though it was a snug fit with the bandage, he was able to walk comfortably. After cautioning him to stay off of his foot as much as possible, and refusing any sort of payment for his services, he bid Boots farewell and watched as he left the office.

Alone once again, Ben thought back to his friend’s earlier comment about being with the person who you love. He envied his friend that feeling, as he knew that he would never again experience that emotion. He wondered if his friends ever worried about whether they could completely trust their spouses. He knew that there’d been some issues between Sam and Kate before they had married. She’d left him, albeit for a much better reason than Samantha had left. Returning a year later, it had taken months before Sam had faith enough in Kate to propose. There didn’t seem to be any problems between them now, however. Having celebrated their two year wedding anniversary this past December, Kate had given birth to twin boys a week earlier.

Named Thomas and Christopher, for Kate’s father and brother respectively, the babies had made their way into the world with Ben’s help, unlike their older sister, Elizabeth. The Mackenzies were overjoyed, although a little surprised, by two new babies, and Ben wished them a lifetime of happiness. He knew how easily life could take an unexpected turn, and he hoped that all of their bad times were behind them.

Feeling morose, Ben tidied up from Boots’ ‘procedure’, then walked outside to meet the stage. The depot was two doors down from his office, and he reached the platform as the coach rolled to a stop. “Hey, Stan, how was your trip? You got anything for me?”

“Yeah, Doc, gimme a minute. There’s a package for you in the boot.”

Ben started around to the back of the coach and jumped aside as the stage door swung open. A young woman appeared in the doorway and Ben approached her to offer his assistance. He reached out to help her down, and the moment that she slipped her hand in his, he felt something that he hadn’t experienced in years – attraction. Astonished by the sensations that coursed through his body, he looked up at her face and was hypnotized by her dazzling smile. He stood there, staring, and she looked at him curiously. Clearing his throat, he stepped back and helped her alight from the coach.

Once she was on the ground, he studied her with interest. She was tall, with straight blonde hair that hung down her back. Her green eyes sparkled with excitement as she looked around at her surroundings. His gaze dropped to her mid-section, and he noted that she was approximately eight months pregnant. A quick glance at her left hand, which he was still holding, revealed that she was wearing a wedding ring. Wondering where her husband was, why she was traveling alone in her condition, and what had brought her to Hidden Springs, he reluctantly released her hand and walked to the boot of the stage to retrieve her bags.

Finding Stan already there, he started to inquire about the passenger, but he was interrupted by a female voice. “Excuse me, could you direct me to the hotel?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Stan answered. “It’s across the street and down about halfway. It’s mighty pricey, though. Ol’ Westerbrook has gone and raised his prices now that the boardinghouse opened up. He’s trying to make the hotel more ‘respectable’.”

“A boardinghouse, you say?” she asked, her voice sounding like music to Ben’s ear.

“Yes, ma’am. It’s just on the other side of the depot. I can take your bags over, iffn you want.”

“That’s alright, Stan. I’ll escort the young lady over,” Ben volunteered.

“What about your box, Doc?”

“Would you mind leaving it on the bench outside of the office? It’ll be fine there for a few minutes,” he replied, his eyes never leaving the woman’s face.

“Sure thing, Doc. Not a problem,” Stan replied, making no attempt to mask the humor in his voice. He could see that Ben was completely infatuated. Handing over the carpet bag, he watched as the couple made their way to the boardwalk and strolled to the boarding house. Still chuckling to himself, he set Ben’s box of medical supplies on the bench outside of the office, then walked into the depot to get ready for his next group of passengers.

Approaching the walkway to the boardinghouse, the woman turned to Ben. “I appreciate your help. My name is Shiloh; Shiloh Bishop.”

“Ben Kincaid. Nice to meet you, Miz Bishop.”

“Shiloh, please. Did I hear the stagecoach driver call you ‘Doc’?”

“Yes, I’m the town’s doctor.”

“Oh, well, that’s good to know. I might be needing your assistance in another month or so,” she replied laughingly, rubbing her hand over her belly.

“Will, uh, will your husband be joining you soon?”

“He’s dead,” she stated, matter-of-factly.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Ben responded, not sure how that information made him feel.

“Don’t be. My husband was a mean son-of-a-bitch who cared more about having a maid than having a wife. This baby is the only good thing that ever came out of that marriage!”

Taken aback, as much by her language as by her statement, he chose to remain silent as they entered the building. Delilah Peabody, the proprietress, approached the couple, and Ben decided to take his leave. “It was nice meeting you, Miz Bishop, I mean, Shiloh. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to come see me. My office is three doors down.”

“Thank you, Doctor. I appreciate your help.” With that, she turned her attention to Mrs. Peabody, never giving Ben a second glance. He stood there, staring at her back, until Delilah raised an eyebrow at him over Shiloh’s shoulder. He turned hastily and walked out the door, not pausing until he reached his office. Oblivious to everything going on around him, he missed Stan’s knowing look as the stage pulled out of town. Walking right past his box of supplies, he strode into his office and stood in the middle of the room, trying to slow his racing pulse. He felt like he had been punched in the gut. A myriad of emotions rushed through him as he tried to sort out what had just happened.

The last time that he’d had a response like this upon meeting a woman was the first time he’d met Samantha. He could still recall how he’d been tongue-tied and nervous around her. She was long gone now, and Ben had thought that his ability to be attracted to a member of the opposite sex had gone with her. His pounding heart, sweaty palms, and light-headedness proved otherwise. Though he knew nothing of Shiloh’s circumstances, other than that she was widowed and expecting a child, a spark of interest ignited, and he was overcome with a desire to see her again.

Shaking his head, he refocused his attention and walked outside to gather his box of supplies. Looking up the street at the boardinghouse, he hoped for a glimpse of her, but there was no activity at all. Whistling aloud as he stepped back inside, he decided to drop by later in the week, just to check on her well-being. He was the doctor, after all, and he could think of nothing that he would like better than to get to know his new patient.
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