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Dedication
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I grew up with a lot of medical people in my family, doctors, surgeons, nurses, and physical therapists. I’m frankly surprised it too me so long to come up with this book. A deep thank you to all of them who gave me this behind the scenes look at what they do – whether paranormally or not.

And of course, to Darwin.

Country Doctor
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Chapter One
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Looking around the room from the threshold of his new home, Doctor Jeremy Towers took a deep breath. Things could be worse. He could be in literal hell. Stepping into the living room, he dropped his suitcase at the door. A small house, though really not bad if he were honest with himself. In any case, a lot bigger than the apartment he shared during medical school. And now there was only him.

Him, in the middle of no-freaking-where, Morriston, North Carolina.

The couch didn’t look too bad, large enough to stretch out on even with his six foot one frame. At least the upholstery wasn’t orange and brown floral. A nice denim shade of blue covered the piece of furniture and the chair next to it boasted a stripe of the same blue in the pattern, and both were brand new, so someone had bothered to coordinate the stuff.

A flat screen TV hung on the wall adjacent to the fireplace, which looked to be fifty-four inches at least, and a desk. Getting cable and Internet would be on him. He stepped through to the kitchen, which looked fully furnished, stove, refrigerator, microwave and dishwasher, in white rather than the stainless steel that was all the rage, with a small eat-in area with a table and four chairs.

His continued his exploration of the house, showed a good size bath at the end of the hall, double sinks and one of those shower curtain rods that curved out to give more room in the tub. The larger bedroom was right outside of the bath, so kind of an in-suite. No powder room. He was alone in any case. A queen size bed, maple chest of drawer and dresser, even a small chair made up the furnishings. The smaller bedroom up the hall with a double bed held the same furnishings.

No, he wasn’t in hell. Just rural North Carolina. At least the vision of sleeping in a lean-to in the woods faded, but this place sure as hell was no Chicago.

Only for a couple of years. He could handle anything for a couple of years, right? And then his student loans would be behind him. The grant was his best option after his father’s wrath had kicked in, however, to end up in no-where North Carolina . . . Not what he’d originally imagined for his first medical practice.

Sighing, he lugged his suitcase into the larger bedroom to unpack what he’d brought with him. The rest of his things were being shipped, not that there was much more. Some books, DVDs, more clothes. Not really a lot of possessions for someone thirty-one years old.

No one else here would care there was no Starbucks on any corner.

Suck it up, Jerm. You’re going to learn to be a country doctor.
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More modern than Jeremy expected, the clinic appeared to be well laid out, even if the building was older. Maybe he needed to work on getting his preconceived ideas of this area out of his head. The house was more than nice, turned out his office and clinic were as well. He would be able to run quick tests in the on-site lab, handle minor surgeries, take x-rays and still have three examining rooms. As the only medical facility in the area, he might need all of this equipment.

The office manager, Brenda, appeared to be a pleasant older woman. He would guess late 40’s and never ask. She had no medical training, handling the office work and insurance, setting appointments, and greeting patients. Her duties sounded like a lot. He needed to see what the volume was. He should investigate hiring a full-time nurse as well, however, not today.

The waiting room held a pleasant warmth. Pale green on the walls with splashes of color through the art. Some of the displays obviously came from his younger patients. A child’s play area occupied one side. Those toys would need to be sterilized daily. Did Brenda handle things like that? The seating was faux leather, easier to clean and Brenda had pointed out the replacement squares for the carpet in the storeroom. Good thinking.

Someone put careful and thorough thought and planning into this since this was a rural area. A trip to the hospital without an ambulance could take most of an hour.

Only for two years. He could make this work.
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Chapter Two
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Hurrying to the back entrance of the diner, Kelly Taylor stuck her key in the door as she reached for the knob. She was running late this morning. It didn’t help she hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep. Once inside she brushed her hair out of her eyes, redoing her mostly dry hair into the quick ponytail for waiting tables. The best she could do after her quick shower and the jog to work.

Miriam had brought Danny over in the night. She should have brought him earlier. Miriam, as always, waited until the secrecy of dark. The boy seemed fine now, breathing normally and Kelly was used to Miriam’s fear. She wasn’t alone with that fear unfortunately.

At least people could come to the house with some privacy now. An improvement in her circumstances, even if that wasn’t a good way to think about the loss of the man who raised her. Some areas of her life were better, and in time she would allow herself to appreciate them. If other areas weren’t . . . well, that was life. She’d already lived long enough to know that.

People had stopped her three times already as she hurried to work, asking if she knew the new doctor had arrived in town. Violet from the fruit stand was the first, then Carrie stepped out to pick up her morning paper to speak to her, and finally George, her mailman stopped the truck alongside her, as she made her way down the sidewalk. She’d taken a moment with him to warm his knees.

She knew. Of course, she did, and she also knew that eventually she would have a confrontation with him. Something to worry about in the future, and for now she needed to get busy to have the diner opened on time. Joe obviously wasn’t going to make that happen, regardless of the fact he owned this place of business.

Fortunately, she’d thought to leave some mixes in the refrigerator last night. As soon as the oven heated, she would start a double batch of muffins going. There would have to be a limited menu until Joe did decide to stumble in. Coffee and muffins were all she could manage alone.

There was nothing she could do about having a doctor in town again either. A positive thing for the community and hopefully this one would be better than the previous doctor. Though with such a low bar that shouldn’t be hard to accomplish.

Having a real medical doctor here didn’t have to disrupt her life unless she allowed that to happen.
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Chapter Three
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Jeremy stood at the reception desk of his new office, asking questions of Brenda. His day wasn’t that busy, which surprised him. Without warning the door was flung open and a well-dressed mature woman breezed in. Back in Chicago he would have called her society. He pegged her at pushing a well preserved forty to forty-five, though she could be older or younger. Diamond earrings in her ears and a tasteful gold chain graced her throat. She could lose twenty pounds. Overall though, she looked okay. Was she here because she felt ill? She certainly appeared to be in charge.

“Brenda, good to see you.” She spoke to Brenda, even though her eyes were on him.

Brenda actually rose. “I’d like you to meet our new doctor, Jeremy Towers. Jeremy, this is Mildred Roberts, Reverend Roberts’ wife.”

Jeremy caught the quick displeased look Mildred shot Brenda and dismissed the interaction. Around here women did seem to be defined by their spouse whether they wanted to be or not.

“Mrs. Roberts.” He extended his hand.

“Please call me Mildred. I can’t tell you how pleased we are to have you here. This town has needed a full-time doctor for ages.”

“It’s good to be here.” Okay, a lie. Not the worse he’d told. He could visualize his debt shrinking every day. Maybe that would make up for having to make his own coffee. And maybe he could learn how to make a decent cup eventually.

“Are you finding your way around town okay? Meeting lots of people?” Mildred continued to speak. He needed to pay attention.

Should he laugh? The town proper had about five streets. His office smack in the middle of downtown. “Haven’t gotten lost yet,” he finally decided on. “I’ve met a few people. There hasn’t been the crush of patients I worried about.”

Her eyes went hard for a moment. What was up with that?

“Don’t you worry. As soon as people become aware you’re in and settled, they’ll be flocking in.” She shot Brenda another look and he noted Brenda looked away and made no comment, only resuming her seat.

“I wanted to invite you to our church. You’ll meet most of the town there and everyone can greet you. I’m setting up a welcoming reception for you before our Wednesday night prayer service.”

“Wednesday night,” he repeated, stalling for time. He had no plans, and he did need to meet the community. Prayer service? “That would be most kind.”

Mildred beamed at him as though a toddler who’d made the right choice of educational toy.

“I need to excuse myself. I have to check on something in the lab. I may have to make some phone calls,” he nodded to Mildred. Something about this woman seemed off in some way.

“Of course. We’ll see you Wednesday night, six thirty,” she called after him.

He nodded and made his way to the lab. There was nothing to check, but the woman gave him an uh oh feeling. He heard Mildred say something to Brenda though he couldn’t make out the words. If Brenda replied, he couldn’t hear it and finally the door closed. Definite friction between those two women. What was that about?
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The muffins were ready. Time to open the doors. Joe hadn’t shown up yet, again. Hung over no doubt. She’d grown tired of trying to keep the place running alone. That wasn’t why he had hired her. However, he was aware how badly Kelly needed the job. Easy enough to use that against her.

She flipped the lock and before she could step away, Candy pushed in. “You alone again?”

Kelly only rolled her eyes as she made her way back behind the counter.

“Need any help?”

Kelly looked toward the street. “I think I’ll be okay.”

“Did you hear about the new doc?”

“Yes.” Number four. How many more times would the question be asked today?

“Have you met him?”

“No.”

“Don’t you think meeting him would be a good idea? You could go back there to work and escape from Joe. You could earn a lot more money.”

“You know as well as I do a lot of people don’t want me over there.”

“And you know more people are glad they have you, whether they admit it or not. I hear this doctor is young. Maybe he’s competent, and open minded.”

“I don’t have a dog in this fight.”

“The hell you don’t. This is your home.”

“Can we do this later,” Kelly whispered as the door opened again. “You can pour coffee if you want.”

Candy moved behind the counter as people began to flock inside. For a few minutes business turned brisk. Kelly took a second to remove another batch of muffins from the oven and place more inside. Good thing she’d planned for this last night. This wasn’t the menu some people expected. Without reliable help the baked goods were the best she could do.

“Joe not here again?” She heard someone ask Candy.

“Not yet.”

Good, Candy said nothing overtly derogatory. Kelly could only hope she hadn’t made a face, since she couldn’t see her. Things like that always got back to Joe and made life worse for Kelly.

When the rush ended, Candy gave Kelly a quick hug. “I’ve got to head to work.”

“Thank you. Without you here the service would have suffered.”

“Not a problem. I’ll check in tomorrow, just in case.”

Kelly nodded. She could count on Candy. The two of them had been friends since kindergarten, one of the few who still admitted to a relationship with her. She hated the position her friendship put Candy in at times.

Joe arrived a few minutes after Candy left. He looked rough, hadn’t shaved again and he growled at Kelly as he trudged into the back room. Kelly followed him to remove the next batch of hot sweetness from the oven.

“Only muffins?”

“They were fresh and warm. Sorry, that was the best I could do alone.”

The glare he sent her used to quell her. Not anymore. Candy had a point, there was a new doctor in town. He might not have heard about her yet. Maybe meeting her prior to the gossip would help.
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Chapter Four
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Kelly closed down the diner. She’d been here for hours and exhaustion consumed her. Joe vanished after the lunch crowd left. Most of the orders came out okay and she had help during the lunch rush. Not that old Edna was a lot of help, but at least she provided a warm body to pour coffee, and Joe didn’t intimidate her. Thank goodness Joe didn’t serve dinner here.

Another couple of batches of muffins, spice and blueberry this time, awaited her for the morning. No way she could count on Joe.

Her feet hurt. Still she found herself turning at the corner to walk past the medical clinic as she made her way home. Not a long detour.

She wouldn’t go in. She only wanted to see what the traffic looked like. No one mentioned the new doctor during lunch. She’d been swamped and obviously had no time to chat.

They’d watched her though.

The door to the clinic opened and a tall young man stepped outside. Damn, he was no native of this place. She was surprised a flock of women weren’t on his heels. Dark hair and eyes, the hair flopped down over his broad brow nearly to those eyes. No lab coat, regardless this must be the new doc. Maybe he was taking a lunch break. The hour was late for that, however lunch had always been a busy time for the walk-ins.

Nice body, broad shoulders and a flat stomach, long legs and arms. No bulging muscles, rather a damn nice physique. He obviously exercised and it showed. Even from this side of the street she liked the way those slacks hugged his posterior.

She realized with a start he eyed her even as she watched him. Kelly turned abruptly and headed up Pine Street.
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Wow, maybe he’d just found another perk to living in a small town. The young woman across the street was damn attractive. Did the south grow them like that more so than the north? Long chestnut hair with red highlights had been pulled back in a ponytail and curled down past her shoulders. She was too far away to discern eye color or to see if she wore a ring.

And she’d looked at him as well. Well, he was new in town and thus he stood out. Too bad she’d hurried off. She was the first woman he’d spotted in town who truly turned his head.

He sighed, there were other things to think about now. First finding a full-time nurse or at least helper with some experience.

Surely the former doctor had someone to assist him, and they probably lived locally. He’d have to ask Brenda when he got back. Mildred’s interruption earlier forestalled that discussion. For now, he needed to stretch his legs a little, maybe a quick jog around the block.

Fortunately, he’d brought in lunch of a sort today. Maybe the diner he saw would work for a quick lunch occasionally.
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Chapter Five
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The meet and greet at the church went about like Jeremy expected. The Reverent Mr. Clarence Roberts turned out to be a rotund man, make that obese. Not that his size mattered, he wasn’t a patient yet, so Jeremy didn’t bother to prescribe. He held a very high opinion of himself and obviously expected every word he uttered to be listened to and obeyed.

He’d even tried a little preaching. Jeremy had turned away to greet other members of the congregation. Jeremy had seen the quick hostile glare from the preacher and ignored the animosity. Attending any particular church hadn’t been addressed in his contract. Only here to meet people, not join the congregation, he pasted a smile on his face and accepted handshakes. Besides Sunday mornings were a sleep-in day hopefully.

The church seemed to have a fair size congregation, probably the largest in this community. The main building old and classic with a white steeple on top. The education building where the reception was held appeared newer and brighter.

He didn’t remember all the names of the people he met, though he had gotten an earful about their ailments and how the lack of a full-time doctor harmed the community. Definitely an older vibe to the congregation he’d met so far. The complaints mostly came from Mildred and the ladies of the church.

The vocal complaints didn’t seem to be the whole truth, though he had to admit this particular crowd seemed less healthy than the majority of the people he’d seen while exploring around town. Of course, this appeared to be a more mature crowd at the church. Quite a few of the young people who attended were obviously dragged in for the express purpose of meeting him. A hell of a lot of people in the church seemed to have unattached daughters.

Should he admit to a little disappointment the woman he’d seen on the street hadn’t been there? She must not be a member of this congregation. There were other churches in town.

Oh, there were plenty of eligible young women, if he’d been interested. More than one mother shoved a daughter in his direction. Not going there. He didn’t plan to be here long term and a short-term fling wouldn’t be tolerated by the crowd he’d met. Which was fine with him.

He also refused to diagnose or treat during the gathering, telling each person who tried such a maneuver, to contact Brenda and set up an appointment. Was he supposed to make house calls? That practice hadn’t been specifically covered in the contract, however he could see such a thing happening eventually.

Still he couldn’t complain about being overworked by a flood of patients. That hadn’t happened. Maybe they played a wait and see game. The comments on his age were telling. Good thing his diplomas were framed and on prominent display behind Brenda’s desk
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