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      “I’ve done a lot of things in my life,” Edith Vosburg said as she packed her portmanteau, “but I’ve never been a lady’s maid before.”

      “Don’t call yourself that,” Maude replied with a pretty scowl. It was no wonder the young woman’s husband had fallen head over heels in love with her last year. “You’re my companion and not my maid. And most of all you’re my friend.”

      “Oh, I know. Just like I know your husband invited me along as your companion because I’m experienced in delivering babies.” Edith winked.

      At Maude’s look of chagrin, Edith relented. She didn’t want her friend to feel bad about it. The poor couple had waited long enough for their wedding trip.

      “Don’t you be worrying about me. I’ve always had a hankering to see San Francisco ever since a dear friend from years ago went there once. This will be the trip of a lifetime for me. I hear they have ladies working in offices there. What a hoot it’d be to see one of those new typing machines.”

      “Do you think you’d like to learn how to use one? I wouldn’t.” Maude held up one of Edith’s shirtwaists. “But I guess I could see you in that role. You’re so professional and businesslike.”

      Maude didn’t say manlike, but the word came to Edith’s mind. The adjective had been used to describe her a few times over the years. She wasn’t bad looking. Her dear friend Caroline used to tell Edith she was beautiful, but in an uncommon way. It might stretch the truth, but it wasn’t a lie either.

      “You mean manlike?” Edith couldn’t help asking.

      “Now, why would you say a thing like that?” Maude asked, frowning.

      “I’ve been called it before. While your sister Frances rides with the cowhands on your brother’s dude ranch and regularly carries a rifle, I’ve never yet heard anyone suggest she’s manlike.”

      “If they did, she’d probably shoot them,” Maude said, her tone flat, and both women laughed.

      “True enough,” Edith said with a grin. “Even so, her husband is completely infatuated with her and her ways. I doubt that man will ever try to change her. I always assumed it was my forthright manner that people thought of as manly. But Frances is forthright and then some.” It wasn’t fair. But if Edith had learned nothing else in her thirty-nine years, it was that life wasn’t fair.

      “That’s a load of nonsense.” Maude put down the folded shirtwaist and faced Edith. “I was reading one of Frances’s books recently, and it talked about how a lot of men get intimidated by strong women. And they lash out because of it. The only thing they can do is to attack your femininity.”

      “I’m not worried about simpleton men.” Edith picked up a split-skirt Frances had given her. “If I thought I could put up with one of them, I’d be married by now, I imagine. I’ve received a couple of marriage proposals, you know.”

      “You have?” Maude paused again in her packing.

      “Both were widowers who needed someone to keep house for them and raise their children. They explained how much less expensive it was having a wife than hiring a housekeeper.” Edith gave a disgusted snort. “Heaven preserve me from men like that. I’m doing just fine as I am.”

      “They aren’t all like that. I firmly believe there’s someone out there for you.” Maude’s expression had taken on a familiar dreamy look.

      Edith was happy for her friend but realistic enough to know marriage wasn’t likely for her. If she couldn’t find a man she could put up with—and love, if she were being honest with herself—while living in a town with nearly five times more men than women, it wouldn’t happen.

      When they’d finished packing, Edith brought out the tea and made Maude put up her feet while she sipped her own drink. It gave them a chance to chat about their plans for the trip.

      “Hey, Edith,” her brother, Abe, called later as he opened the door to the small house she kept for him. “Oh, hello there, Maude.” He glanced over his shoulder and called, “Hey, your wife’s in here.”

      Deputy Sheriff Charles Merrick stepped in the front door, taking off his hat. His face lit up when he spotted his wife. The love which seemed to shine from both of them made Edith’s heart ache a little. What would it have been like to find a man who looked at her like that? She gave herself a mental shake.

      With her luck, she’d get stuck with someone horrible like her father. It’d been harder to remember that over the last year. With the Lancaster sisters moving to Lilac City and each one finding their life partners here, Edith had wondered sometimes if all these years she’d been wrong to keep her distance from eligible men.

      When Charles took Maude’s hand and brought it to his lips, Edith had to turn away. It surprised her to find that her curmudgeon brother, Abe, who’d just turned sixty and had also never married, was watching the couple with longing in his eyes. He looked very much like a man who was second-guessing his decision to remain a bachelor. Now, that was unexpected.

      Abe glanced at her. She could tell he knew she’d been watching him by the little bit of pink showing above his beard. He shrugged.

      “What’s for lunch?” he asked, as though the roast that’d been cooking since this morning wasn’t smelling up the house.

      “What, is your smeller going bad in your old age?” Edith teased.

      “We should go,” Charles said, putting his arm around his wife’s waist. “We have no wish to intrude.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake.” Edith pointed to the kitchen table, which she’d set for four. “If you don’t want to eat my cooking, just say so.” At Charles’ wide-eyed expression and her brother’s frown, the sharpness of her words made her wince. Why was she suddenly so cranky? Probably all those thoughts about the family she’d never have. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

      “Let me help with that,” Maude said, coming into the little kitchen.

      “All right. You men go wash up.”

      “Have I said something wrong?” Maude asked once the men had gone.

      “It’s not you.” Edith was nothing if not upfront and honest, especially to a friend. “What you and Charles have is something I never thought I could find. I was too much like your sister Frances with her attitudes about men.”

      “But you didn’t have a Nick to change your mind like Frances did.”

      “Who knows? I might have but didn’t recognize him. I’ve never let any man get close enough to me to find out.” Edith sighed. “It’s too late now, and I’m a practical woman. I’d best not be wishing for more than I have. The good Lord must have had solid reasons for not sending a good man my way.”

      “And all this time I thought you were perfectly happy as a spinster.”

      “I thought I was too,” Edith said softly. She heard the men return and changed the subject. “I’m looking forward to seeing parts of this country I never have before.”

      “I’m excited too,” Maude said, carrying a platter of bread slices to the table. “Did you know Charles was on his way to San Francisco when he accepted the job to escort me and my sisters here to Lilac City?” She shot him a loving glance, and Abe chuckled.

      “I invited him in for a little talk on that first day.” Her brother dropped into the chair at the head of the table. “I’d already noticed the way he was watching you, Maude.”

      “I thought you were suspicious of any new people coming into town.” Charles pulled out a chair for Maude.

      “Which I am, as you well know. But it’s not every day that one of the local dude ranches has three beautiful sisters arrive under the watchful eye of a Pinkerton agent.”

      “Former agent,” Charles corrected.

      “Abe, why don’t you bless the food so you men can jaw while you eat?” Edith spread a napkin in her lap and looked at her brother expectantly. He didn’t need a second invitation.

      While the others talked about the trip which had introduced Charles and Maude, it drove home again to Edith what she didn’t have. Until she’d watched the three sisters fall in love with each of their husbands, she’d been perfectly happy.

      She’d never considered herself a covetous woman, and she hoped that wasn’t the cause of her unsettled feelings. It wasn’t like she wanted their men. The thought actually made Edith’s stomach turn a little.

      Considering it, Edith decided her unsettled feeling came from the comparison. The happy marriages of the three Lancaster sisters—and even their older brother—drove home how poorly Edith’s mother had chosen.

      Like those girls, Edith had an older half-brother, though Abe was old enough to have been her father. He and Pa had never gotten along. Even marrying Ma hadn’t helped much. Abe had cut out as soon as he could. Edith had been a little girl then.

      She liked to think she was the reason Abe had come by to check on them periodically, especially after Ma had died. But he’d never stayed. Every time he’d gone again, he’d taken with him the only tenderness and concern she’d known growing up. Pa just hadn’t had time for a useless young daughter.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” Maude whispered, leaning over to pick up her napkin.

      “Let me get that for you.” Edith bent to pick it up. “You don’t want to go twisting around and cause problems for that little one you’re carrying. I was just daydreaming.”

      When they finished the meal, Abe dutifully took his plate and put it near the sink. Charles did the same with his and his wife’s dishes.

      “We’re just in time to meet the incoming train.” Abe grabbed his hat and glanced at Edith, his expression one of surprise. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been alone here.” Without another word, he strode from the house.

      “What do you know?” Charles grinned as he took his own hat. “You’re domesticating your brother, Edith. Good for you.”

      She let out a slow breath. At least she was helping someone.
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      George Rasmussen slowed his steps as he approached the small house with the sign outside which read Martin Weston, M.D. The building had a small annex which must serve as the surgery. So far, George had seen nothing in the small town of Lilac City, which looked remotely like a hospital.

      He heaved out a breath, shivering at another gust of the early April wind. Chicago might have been where he’d spent his growing-up years, but he’d lived long enough in California that his body had acclimated to the milder temperatures. Would he be able to adjust again?

      And what of his children? George glanced along the single long street at the various businesses. He’d only identified one saloon, but there was a schoolhouse, a church, and a large building that looked like it could be a community center on the other end of town. He’d done some checking. The city of San Francisco had a population of about four hundred thousand people. The entire state of Wyoming had fewer than a hundred and twenty thousand.

      Could his children get used to living in a town so small and … rustic? Alfred had been born in Chicago, but the other children had only ever lived in San Francisco. They’d been back to Chicago for visits but only during the summers. If this Dr. Weston offered George the job, would his family resent him for dragging them to Wyoming?

      The door to the house opened, pulling George from his thoughts. A giant of a man with graying hair and a grizzled beard stepped out. As he was putting on his hat, his gaze fell on George, and the older man narrowed his eyes.

      “Who are you?” he asked, stepping down the steps. “When did you get into my town?”

      That was when George noticed the badge on the man’s coat and extended his hand.

      “I’m Dr. George Rasmussen, and I have an appointment with Dr. Weston. Is he in?”

      “Ah.” The man took George’s offered hand, nearly swallowing it with his huge one. “The doc’s waiting for you inside. I’m Sheriff Vosburg. Welcome to Lilac City.”

      Vosburg? George blinked. In all his years, he’d met only one other person with that surname. “Are you from Chicago?”

      The sheriff arched a brow, looking interested but also a little irritated. “Not me, but my pa moved there.”

      “Your father?” It was always useless to ask, but George had to. “You wouldn’t, by chance, have a sister named Edith, would you?”

      Now the sheriff definitely looked suspicious. He took a step closer, his posture radiating danger. George was only a few inches shorter than the big man, but probably a good fifty pounds lighter than him. Working in hospitals with sometimes frightened and hysterical patients, George was no weakling. He stood his ground.

      “Years ago, I lived in Chicago, where my wife had a dear friend named Edith Vosburg.”

      “What was your wife’s name?” The tension in the sheriff’s shoulders had eased a little, and the sense of imminent danger had lessened.

      “Caroline Adler before we married. The Edith Vosburg I’m thinking of helped to deliver my oldest son.”

      “Well, what do you know!” The sheriff grinned and gave George a hefty pat on the shoulder, which nearly set him off balance. “Edith has talked often over the years how sad she was to have lost contact with your wife.”

      “And your sister always described her older brother as the father she’d never had. She spoke highly of you, sir.”

      Before the big man could reply, the door to the house opened again. A man poked out his head, his white hair matching the white of his high-collared shirt and old-fashioned cravat. The man’s formal attire surprised George, considering Lilac City was a cowboy town. Unless this wasn’t Dr. Weston.

      “You Rasmussen?” Without waiting for a reply, the man waved George inside. “Come in before you catch your death.” With a shiver, he turned back inside.

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, sheriff.” George had only gone up a step when Vosburg replied.

      “When you’re finished here, come see me at my office. It’s the building with the bars on the windows.” The older man chuckled and strode away.

      With the first lightening of his spirits since arriving in Lilac City, George entered the small house and closed the door behind him. It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust after the brightness outside. He found himself in a waiting room where a youngish looking couple sat on two chairs. The woman was obviously expecting, and the cowboy must be her husband.

      Dr. Weston poked his head into the room again. “They’re next. Use that room.” He pointed to another door before disappearing once more.

      George stood for a moment, surprised and unsure. He’d expected to interview for the job, not be put to work. The couple had risen and were watching him expectantly. It was just as well he always brought his medical bag with him.

      “This way,” he said, opening the door. “I’m Dr. Rasmussen.”
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      At the bottom of the steps in front of Dr. Weston’s office, George paused and rubbed his neck. He’d just spent the last four hours seeing patients. Donated four hours, anyway. Evidently, Lilac City was being flooded with new babies after a large number of marriages over the past year.

      Armed with a little more information, he reconsidered the obviously new schoolhouse at the end of the long street. It would only be a handful of years before the community would need to build another to accommodate the growth.

      Thinking back on the last interview George had had for his position at the hospital in San Francisco, he chuckled softly. That experience had been nothing compared to this trial by fire. He’d even delivered a baby this afternoon, a strapping young boy bound and determined to arrive today.

      Thoughtful, George took his time on his return walk to the hotel. After living and working in a large city like San Francisco with its masses of people and the sharp divide between the haves and have-nots, this small Wyoming town was a pleasant change. The people he’d met so far were solid, hard-working folks, the backbone of America. He already liked what he’d seen.

      When his friend James had first mentioned the position, George had wondered if working in a small town might be the new start he and his family needed. But was Lilac City too small?

      Engrossed in his thoughts, he’d forgotten about the sheriff’s invitation. It wasn’t until George had walked past the jail’s door that a sharp rap on the glass to the side startled him. He jumped back and turned to face the threat. Sheriff Vosburg stood grinning on the other side of the window. He waved George inside.

      The warmth hit him as soon as he stepped inside, and the smell of hot coffee made his stomach rumble. He took off his hat.

      “Hang up your hat on a nail and pour yourself a cup, doc. The hanging mugs are clean,” the sheriff said, raising his own cup of steaming brew. “Every morning, my sister makes sure we’re set for the day.”

      George, coffee pot in one hand and a mug in the other, slowly turned to face Vosburg. “Your sister is here with you?”

      “She sure is. Edith keeps house for me.”

      The sheriff indicated George should continue what he’d begun, so he poured himself a cup. With it in hand, he took a seat. Was Edith a widow that she would keep house for her brother? Or did she care for two homes? George could see her doing that. She’d always been a woman with a drive to get things done.

      “I appreciate this, sheriff. It’s much colder here than what I’m used to.”

      “Call me Abe. Everyone around here does.”

      “And you can call me George.” He took a sip, surprised at the excellent brew. “This is good. Does your sister make your coffee for you?”

      “No, I make my own. I’m particular about my coffee, though Edith’s isn’t bad. I just happen to prefer my own. She’ll be here in a few minutes with supper.”

      “Oh, will I be disturbing your meal?” George straightened, preparing to rise, though he didn’t want to leave. He was curious to see Caroline’s friend again.

      “Stay where you are. She’s bringing in extra. I don’t normally take supper in the jail, but I’m holding someone for the marshal who’ll be here tomorrow. I thought this would be a good time for you and me to get acquainted. How did you come to find out about the job?” Abe asked and took a sip. “Lilac City’s a fair piece away from San Francisco.”

      “I heard about it through a friend of mine. He’s a detective on the police force and mentioned it to me.”

      “Hmm. A detective in San Francisco who just happened to know about a doctoring job in a little town in northern Wyoming?” Abe grinned. “He wouldn’t happen to be named James Milburn, would he?”

      George blinked. “Why, yes.”

      “Talk about a small world. My deputy is friends with him. I’ll bet that’s how he heard of it.”

      “James mentioned a Charles Merrick.”

      “That’s the one. I can’t wait until the preacher gets wind of this. He’s always saying God has his finger in everything.” Abe met George’s gaze over his cup. “I’m guessing Doc Weston offered you the job.”

      “He did.” George couldn’t help grinning as he remembered the busy afternoon.

      “Well, that’s good to hear, because the poor man’s being worked to death, what with all the new people we’ve got coming into town. And I’ll bet you noticed we’re having a bumper crop of babies.”

      “I delivered one this afternoon. I understand the wife came out here as a mail-order bride. She and her husband looked quite happy, both with their new son and with each other.”

      The sheriff got an odd look on his face, but he asked, “So, will you be staying to help Doc Weston?”

      “I accepted the offer, but I must return to California to collect my family.”

      “Oh, Edith will be thrilled to have your wife living so close.”

      After more than a year, it shouldn’t still hit George so hard, when people assumed his wife was alive. His throat tightened, and he had to cough before he could speak.

      “We lost Caroline last year.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. It’ll break Edith’s heart. She still speaks fondly of your wife.”

      “Yes. It saddened Caroline when your sister moved about the same time we did. We moved again shortly after, and that’s when they lost track.” George rubbed his neck. “And speaking of moving, I’ll need to find a housekeeper because my current one has made it clear she won’t leave San Francisco.”

      “Good luck with that,” Abe said. “We’re a mite short of womenfolk. The mail-order brides are helping, though. Maybe one of them would be satisfied being a housekeeper instead.”

      “Possibly.” It made George think of Abe’s odd expression earlier. “Have you ever thought of getting a mail-order bride for yourself?”

      The poor man must have swallowed wrong because he started coughing. When Abe could finally get a breath again, he pinned George with a hard look. It made him glad that he was on the right side of the law.

      “I can just imagine what Frances Reynolds would say to me if she ever caught me ordering a wife like a piece of furniture.” Abe gave a dark chuckle.

      “And who is Frances Reynolds?” George had a mental picture of middle-aged suffragettes marching up the streets of Lilac City.

      “She’s the youngest sister to one of our dude ranch owners, Luke Hamblin. If you’ll be working with Doc Weston, I’m sure you’ll get to know Frances. I can honestly see her stepping into my job when I finally take my sister’s advice and retire as sheriff.”

      “A lady sheriff?” George had always considered himself a progressive man, and he lived in a city where women now worked in professional offices as secretaries. His hospital also had many excellent nurses, but he’d never considered a female sheriff.

      “Oh, that one’s a spitfire, and she doesn’t put up with any nonsense from those cowhands at the ranch.” Abe leaned forward and said conspiratorially, “But don’t tell her I said anything. I don’t want to be accused of putting any ideas in her head about being sheriff.”

      “She sounds a bit like your sister.”

      Abe nodded. “They’re similar in many ways, but I like to think my sister has directed her strong opinions in a more traditional direction.”

      George had found Caroline and Edith to be an interesting contrast. His wife had been a lady in every way. Though she would argue for what she believed, she had always done it with gentle persuasion. Edith had always made him think of a scrapper, having to fight for what she wanted. She’d also had a voracious appetite for learning. Not only book learning, but in social skills as well.

      It’d been something Caroline had commented on after their first meeting. His wife had determined then to help young Edith live up to her potential. George was curious to find out if she had.

      “How is your sister like this Frances woman?” he asked.

      “Well, Frances won’t put up with nonsense from anyone. Last summer she led trails for the dudes and their families who came to the ranch for summer vacations. She faces off with them cowhands without a problem, and she’s even been taking what she calls self-defense lessons. She’s a smart one and is good at anything she puts her hand to. Like my sister, but Edith is a little more subtle about it.”

      Abe rubbed his face, looking suddenly tired. “When Pa died, Lilac City wasn’t yet a place where I’d dare to invite her to come keep house for me. But she wasn’t about to sit around waiting for some man to take care of her. She’d apprenticed with a midwife and was working that trade. We have one in town, by the way. Edith sometimes helps her—more lately, with all the babies coming. And if the town council doesn’t find a new teacher, Edith will most likely fill in there too.”

      “Yes, she was teaching when my wife met her. Would Edith be likely to join this Frances in a push to give women the vote?” George asked.

      Surprisingly, the sheriff grinned. “Don’t need to. Wyoming’s way ahead of California in that. Women have had the right to vote here since 1869.”

      “I had no idea,” George said thoughtfully. His middle child, a daughter, would turn fifteen this year and already had very strong opinions. She was the only one of his three children to voice opposition to the move. His two sons loved horses. The idea of moving to what they called the Wild West appealed to them—and was exactly why Lillian had no wish to move.

      “Here’s Edith now with dinner.” Abe jumped to his feet and rushed to open the door.

      Along with a blast of cold air, a figure in a full-length forest green coat and wearing a scarf over her face, blew into the jail carrying a pot which the sheriff took from her. A tall man of about thirty had followed her inside, carrying a large basket.

      “Thank you, Lonzo. You can put it on the table.” She patted him on the arm. “I appreciate the help.”

      He gave a shy nod. As soon as he noticed George, Lonzo dropped his gaze and backed out of the jail. Abe shut the door.

      “There ought to be a law about being as shy as that poor man. Someone’s going to take advantage of him,” she muttered as she pulled back the scarf.

      Edith Vosburg had grown into a handsome woman. Her dark hair had no hint of gray, and she held herself with confidence. No longer the wraithlike, half-starved young woman practicing at taking tea like proper ladies, a strong woman used to getting things done stood before him.

      When she met George’s gaze, so many memories came flooding back. Edith’s eyes bore the same curiosity of her youth when she’d been both pupil and the “sister” his wife had always longed for. How often this woman had walked arm-in-arm with Caroline on the many family romps they’d taken together.

      Could George truly make a fresh start in this new place with Edith here as a constant reminder of what he’d lost?
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      As Edith stared into the hazel eyes of George Rasmussen, it was like she’d stepped back in time. So many happy memories came at once that a wave of dizziness hit her. She had to put a hand on the table to steady herself. He looked older with a hint of silver along his temples and crow’s feet around his eyes, but they suited him. People would trust a man like him to handle their doctoring.

      If he was here, was Caroline as well? Edith scanned the room but saw no one but the two men.

      “I’m afraid she’s not with me,” George said, his voice rough with emotion, seeming to understand Edith’s unspoken question. “We lost her last year to cancer.”

      “Noo.”

      Edith sank into the chair her brother quickly pushed behind her. How could lovely, kind Caroline have been taken at so young an age? All these years Edith had consoled herself with the thought that her friend would be healthy and happy in George’s care.

      Cancer. Even a gifted doctor like him would have been helpless to fight it. Blinking back tears, Edith looked up at him and found his eyes glistening.

      “Oh, George, I’m so sorry. I cannot imagine what it must have been like for you and your family.” Edith wiped her eyes with the handkerchief she always carried with her. “Is Alfred in town with you? He must be almost grown now. Did you and Caroline have more children? What brings you to Lilac City?”

      “Let the man answer one question before you throw another at him,” Abe grumbled, bringing Edith back to her manners.

      “My apologies. I see you’ve met my brother.” She rose, put her handkerchief in her pocket, and went to hang her coat on the hooks by the door. “Supper’s getting cold. Abe, can you get the plates? George, there’s some silverware in that drawer near you. Could you be so kind as to retrieve three settings plus a spoon for the prisoner?”

      Neither man said anything but went to work. Edith was dying to ask more questions but waited until Abe had returned from taking a plate into the jail room. Once he’d offered a blessing on the food, she began to question George again, this time more slowly.

      “Since you haven’t mentioned needing to hurry back to your hotel, I assume Alfred isn’t with you.”

      “He’d have liked to come with me, but I didn’t want to pull him from school.” George smiled. “Alfred’s as tall as I am now and says he wants to be a doctor too. The boy’s mad about horses and will be thrilled when he gets word I was offered the job.”

      Edith paused, her fork raised. “The one with Doc Weston?”

      “Yep.” Abe was watching her with extra interest.

      She put down her fork, not sure if she could hold back the unexpected surge of happiness. Caroline might not be coming too, but George and Alfred would have memories of her. They could tell Edith what she’d missed of her dear friend.

      “Doc George here has already delivered a baby today,” her brother added.

      “Whose?” Edith had been keeping track of all the pregnant women in the area. Someone must have come early.

      “I don’t recall their surname, but the father was Jed, and the mother was Lila. They have a healthy boy, good-sized if a tad early.”

      “How could you know the baby came early?” Abe asked, more interested than Edith had ever seen him.

      “Body hair,” Edith said at the same time George said, “Lanugo.” She indicated he should explain.

      “Babies have downy hair on their bodies while in the womb, which most have shed by the time they’re born. This little boy still had most of his, which shows he came early.”

      “I’m so happy for them. I was worried about the size of the baby. With her narrow hips, she might have had a hard time delivering a full-term babe. And that Jed is a big man.” Edith took a bite of her food.

      “Do you talk like this at your Ladies Improvement Society meetings?” Abe asked with a chuckle.

      “Hardly, any more than you’d talk about ugly sheriff things while at a church social.” Edith turned to George. “Does Alfred have any brothers or sisters?”

      “Lillian is fourteen, and Stanley is eight. We went through three failed attempts before she was able to carry him to term.”

      Failed attempts. What a benign way of describing the terribly demoralizing experience a miscarriage was for many women. The sadness in his eyes had intensified. She’d seen it before, where a man blamed himself for weakening his wife’s health through continued pregnancies. Edith reached over and touched his hand.

      “Don’t you do that. Bringing a new life into this world is a dangerous venture for women, but I’ve yet to hear that it causes cancer. Besides, you and I both know how much Caroline wanted a large family. How badly was she hungering for another baby after your daughter came?”

      “You knew her well.” George gave a soft chuckle, looking a little better. “Yes, she was bound and determined to try again. But tell me what you’ve been up to all these years.”

      “There’s not much to say,” Edith said. “I’m a rather boring person.”

      “You’re doing yourself a disservice,” Abe growled. “My sister is involved in everything here in Lilac City, just like she’s always been everywhere she’s ever lived. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you how efficient she is, not if you knew her well in Chicago.”

      “Caroline was the same way in San Francisco. With every event she took part in, she’d comment on how much she missed Edith’s organizational skills.” George smiled at her in a way which made her flush at the praise.

      “Oh, get on with you. Tell me more about your children,” she said to shift the subject. “Do you have any photographs?”

      “I do.” George retrieved his wallet from a pocket, pulled out a picture, and handed it to her. “It was taken about two years ago.

      Her eyes prickling, Edith stared at the more mature face of her dearest friend. Caroline looked happy as she gazed into the camera. Had she had any inkling when the photograph was taken how limited was her remaining time?

      “So you left Chicago for San Francisco?” she asked.

      “Yes, and stayed with Caroline’s parents at first,” George said. “They’d recently moved there and asked us to visit. While there I interviewed for my current position and was accepted. It happened quickly, and Caroline and Alfred didn’t return. I made a quick trip back to close out our house. Unfortunately, we hadn’t received a letter from you with your new address.”

      Edith shifted her attention to the children. “Your daughter—what did you say her name was—looks just like Caroline.”

      “Lillian might look like her mother but doesn’t have her calm disposition. Sadly, Lillian is more like my mother.”

      “A social climber?” Edith asked, surprised.

      “I’m afraid she’s become so since her mother’s death. She made friends with a girl who’s new to her school and is wrapped up in status. San Francisco has many very old and wealthy families, but there’s also a great deal of new money. Caroline’s family was the former. I’ve done well as a doctor, and I’ve been able to provide my family with a prosperous life, but Lillian wishes we came from old money.

      “You’re saying that money isn’t enough?” Abe asked, tipping back his chair. “People there have to be from old money?”

      “Exactly. It’s become quite an area of contention between us since her mother died.”

      An unhappy teenaged girl would be challenge enough for her father, but one who’d also recently lost her mother would be a test indeed. The ache that had appeared in George’s eyes when he’d started talking of his daughter, made Edith decide to change the subject. She pointed at the photo again.

      “Alfred is fair like your brother.”

      “And he’s just as mad about horses as his uncle. Will owns a ranch in the Arizona territory where he breeds horses.”

      “Did he ever marry?” she asked.

      “Yes, and he has several children, including three sons who are just as wild about horses as he is.”

      “It sounds lovely. I’m glad he’s made a good life for himself. He’d never be the society dandy your parents wanted him to be.” Edith handed back the photograph. “What about your youngest? He looks like a bright child.”

      “Stanley is inquisitive and has a sharp mind, who tends to lose himself in drawing pictures. The boy also has a tender and giving heart.” George slid the photograph back into his wallet. “He is the most open about missing his mother.”

      “It appears you have your work cut out for you,” Edith said, collecting the plates.

      “Yes, I do. I’m traveling back to San Francisco tomorrow to close up our house and bring them here.”

      Edith froze, her hands full of dishes. “You’re traveling tomorrow?”

      “Now, ain’t that convenient?” Abe grinned. “Edith here is traveling there with my deputy and his wife. Y’all ought to sit together. I’m sure they’ll have questions for you.”

      “Why that would be wonderful,” George said, gathering the silverware. “It was a rather lonesome trip here. I’d love company and an opportunity to get reacquainted.”

      “That would be lovely.” Edith had collected the basket for them to load. “I’m sure the Merricks won’t mind. We’ll look for you then on the train.” She turned to her brother. “Now, Abe, help me with my coat.”
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      Following Charles and Maude to their train compartment the next day, Edith spotted George already standing near the door. She eased ahead of the couple, a hand extended.

      “Good morning, George. Or should I call you Dr. Rasmussen?” she asked.

      “It would feel unnatural for you to address me so formally.” He clasped her hand warmly and glanced over her shoulder. Edith turned to face the Merricks, only then aware the doctor still held her hand.

      “George, this is Deputy Charles Merrick and his wife Maude. And this is Dr. George Rasmussen. He was married to one of my dearest friends.” Her voice cracked on the last words. He squeezed her hand and released it to shake Charles’.

      “I appreciate your willingness to include me in your party,” George said.

      “It’s our pleasure.” Maude shook his hand too and then urged her husband to open the door to their compartment.

      “Aren’t you feeling well?” Edith whispered as she helped her friend to sit on the luxurious leather-bound bench. Maude’s brother, a prosperous dude ranch owner in Lilac City, had paid to upgrade their accommodations.

      “I’m only a little lightheaded.”

      “Have you eaten anything this morning?”

      “I was too excited,” Maude admitted ruefully.

      “You’re eating for two now.” Edith opened her bag, retrieved some biscuits she’d packed for the journey, and handed one to her friend. “You’ve waited so long for this trip you don’t want to do anything to take away from your enjoyment.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Maude’s smile had an understandable wistfulness to it. She’d also lost her mother and would feel it keenly during this time.

      George waited until the others had hung up their coats and hats before adding his to the closet. He took the seat beside Edith.

      “I understand from Abe that you’ll be working with Doc Weston.” Charles patted his wife’s hand. “It couldn’t come at a better time. The poor man’s swamped.”

      “He told me that delivering babies was one of his least favorite things to do. That’s why he had me deliver the baby while he tended a man with a broken leg.” George chuckled. “It must get really busy for your people during the summer months.”

      They’d be his people soon. The train moved with a jerk, and Edith looked out the window with a smile. She liked the thought of George coming back to Lilac City to stay.

      “Such an assortment of train experiences we’ve had, isn’t it, dear?” Charles asked, glancing at his wife with a grin.

      “Have you traveled a great deal by train?” George asked.

      “Not normally, but over the past year, we have,” Maude said. “When we were in finishing school, my sisters and I traveled by train back and forth to New York. Last year we came out to Lilac City to stay with our brother. We’ve only made one other trip back to Indianapolis since.”

      Her face had darkened, and Charles put his arm around her shoulders. Edith glanced at George and realized he meant to inquire further. She reached over and touched his hand, shaking her head. That unhappy story would be something to share with him when the Merricks weren’t around. He gave a nod of understanding.

      “I’ve never traveled in a sleeping car before.” Edith scanned the compartment, wondering where they would sleep. “How does it work?”

      “These two chairs we’re sitting on will make up a bed down here.” George stood and reached up to touch the curved wood above the chairs. “This will drop to form a second bed.” He glanced at Charles. “I’m assuming the ladies will sleep on one side of the room.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Maude covered her mouth, and Charles grinned.

      “What are you thinking?” Edith asked.

      “Only about our trip to Lilac City last year.” Maude started laughing. “Unbeknownst to us, our aunt had secretly hired Charles to act as our escort. You should have seen the fuss Frances made when he insisted he had a ticket to share our compartment.”

      Edith glanced around the smallish area. “How did you handle the sleeping arrangements with a strange man in your room? No offense, Charles.”

      “None taken.” He grinned and kissed his wife’s temple. “Doris was the one who was the most disturbed. I hung a blanket between the two sections and moved the mattress from the lower bunk on my side over so Frances could sleep on it next to her sisters.”

      “Who is Doris?” George asked.

      “My next younger sister,” Maude said. “Frances is the youngest.”

      “Is she married to someone named Reynolds?” George asked, wearing an amused expression.

      “Yes. I’m guessing you’ve already heard about her.” Edith wondered if George had asked because he was looking to marry again. He might need someone to help him raise his family. She wasn’t sure what she thought about another woman bringing up Caroline’s children. Edith said, “All four of the siblings are married now.”

      “You missed the fanciest wedding Lilac City is likely to ever see.” Charles shook his head. “Maude’s older brother has a family connection to a viscount.”

      “From England?” George looked thoughtful. “My daughter will be glad to hear about that. She’s convinced moving to Wyoming will be kin to living among barbarians.”

      “She’ll definitely want to talk to my sister-in-law then. Her grandmother is the one with the English royalty connections, but she comes from high society New York.” Maude stifled a yawn.

      “This will be a long trip for you,” Edith said, rising. “I suggest Charles move to my chair, so you can put up your feet.”

      “But what will you do?” Maude yawned again.

      “I’d like to explore the train.”

      “Not alone,” Charles argued.

      “If you wouldn’t mind company, I believe I’ll come along,” George offered.

      “Please do. I should investigate what’s on the menu while we’re out.” Edith opened the cupboard and removed her shawl-like scarf. She wrapped it around her head and shoulders.

      “Thank you,” Charles called after them as they left.

      Outside the compartment, Edith took the arm George offered, and they made their way to the dining car.

      “We’d like a table,” he told the porter, who led them to one and provided them with menus.

      As she sat and read the options, Edith understood why she’d felt unexpectedly relieved at George’s company.

      “I have a confession to make,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m glad you accepted Abe’s suggestion to join our party.”

      “It’s fortunate the Merricks were amenable to my addition.”

      “It’s not the best situation to take the trip this late in pregnancy, but if they waited until the baby was old enough to travel …”

      “I understand. How did you come to be invited along?” George asked, setting aside the menu.

      “Maude’s my friend, but I also have experience as a midwife, as you know.” Edith let out a slow breath. “Even as a fifth wheel, I consider it an honor to accompany them. I’m old enough to be Maude’s mother⁠—”

      “A young mother, perhaps,” George interrupted with a scowl.

      “All right. A young mother.” Edith gave a soft laugh. He had a way of making her feel young again. If only Caroline were still alive to be here too. “Maude’s mother died when she was a girl.”

      “And, in Maude’s current state, her mother likely would have accompanied them. So, you’re filling in for her mother,” George said.

      “I like to think so. Still, it worried me I’d feel like a hanger-on. I’m not sure you realize this is their wedding trip.”

      “Ahh. I gathered from something Abe said before you arrived last night that the sisters have had some problems this last year.”

      “I doubt you’d hear about Indianapolis news in San Francisco, but I’ll simply say their uncle is a terrible man. He tried to get control of their fortunes by forcing the sisters into marriages to his cronies. That’s one reason Charles and Maude had to rush their marriage last summer but are only now taking their wedding trip.”

      “Since they’ve waited so long for it, I hope it’s uneventful.” George picked up the menu again.

      “Me too. You’ve been on a wedding trip, so you’d understand.”

      “She places a lot of trust in your skill as a midwife.”

      “Why do you sound surprised?” Edith couldn’t keep the irritation from her voice, and he winced. Before he could apologize, she hurriedly said, “I know you didn’t mean to be offensive. It’s just Doc Weston doesn’t credit me with knowing anything because I only studied under a midwife. He doesn’t think that is worth anything.”

      “Has he said why?” George’s intense gaze made Edith flush. Would he think less of her too?

      “Often, only the well-to-do can afford a doctor to attend a birth,” she said stiffly. “I appreciate that Doc Weston’s got a lot more education than I do, but I’ve never presumed to do more than deliver babies.”

      “I’m not accusing you of anything, Edith.” George covered her hand as though to make his point. It was something he’d always done intentionally. He said it brought a personal touch to his bedside manner. “But have you ever considered attending one of the nursing schools?”

      “I’ve visited one. To be honest, I wasn’t impressed. They treated the women trainees in the hospital school I visited like servants rather than trained professionals. And the attitudes of some doctors are even worse than Doc Weston’s. He believes a nurse should never, under any circumstances, express an opinion about medical issues.”

      “Have the two of you disagreed?”

      “Yes, and that’s why I refuse to work with him.” Edith huffed. “Besides, I came to Lilac City to keep house for my brother, not to be a midwife.”

      “But women have needed you for it anyway?”

      Edith gave him a flat look. “You came to interview and ended up delivering a baby. You have to ask me that?”

      “All right.” George chuckled and raised a hand, signaling the porter. “What would you like to eat?”

      “It’s too expensive in here. I’ve brought food for today.”

      “I’d be happy to buy you something.”

      Edith flushed. She was doing a lot of that since George had appeared. Did he think she was penniless?

      “I have money of my own.” She wished she didn’t sound so stiff.

      “I didn’t mean to imply that you didn’t, Edith.” George said the words simply and in the same honest manner he’d always had.

      Why was Edith being so prickly with him? It was unlike her, and it was unfair to him. She’d received a precious opportunity to get reacquainted with an old friend.

      “I know, and I apologize.” She looked up at the porter, who’d arrived at their table, and said, “I’d like a coffee. Black.”
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      George ordered some tea, intrigued by the changes in Caroline’s friend. His friend, to be honest. Edith Vosburg had changed from the young woman who had still been finding her way all those years ago. Much more self-assured now, she had an edge to her which made her seem less approachable than she’d once been. He couldn’t help but wonder what had happened for her to have built a wall to protect herself from others. Had she been hurt by life? By a man, perhaps?

      An unexpected surge of anger flashed through him. It must be because he associated her with his late wife. They’d been like sisters, and it made sense for him to wish to come to Edith’s defense. But why such a powerful response to an imagined slight? Yes, she’d grown into an attractive and mature woman, but she had an attentive older brother to protect her from anyone who might attempt to take advantage of her.

      “So, tell me about Alfred,” Edith said, pulling George from his musings. “Has he been attending school in San Francisco, or have you sent him to preparatory school? What subjects does he enjoy?”

      “Outside of horses, Alfred is interested in football. His mother had a difficult time watching him play the games though. She said it always looked like the other young men were attacking him.” George gave a soft chuckle.

      “Will he be very disappointed there’s not a football team in Lilac City?”

      George frowned, surprised. “No one plays football there? It’s all the rage in California.”

      “You’ve seen how small our community is. I’ve been keeping house for five years, and I’ve never seen anyone play football, though I know what it is. Who knows, though? With all those cowboys, there might be some interest in learning. If Alfred’s a good teacher, perhaps he could introduce the sport to our area.” Edith leaned back as the porter put down a tea set before them. “Lilac City is a rough town that we are just now civilizing. I, for one, would love to see the young men in our area—especially the cowhands—take up a sport that didn’t include shooting at things.”

      “You raise some important issues I’ve failed to consider.” George accepted the cup of tea she’d poured for him. It reminded him of the many other times he’d sat in on teatime with her and Caroline.

      Edith took a sip of her coffee.

      “How does it compare to your brother’s?” he asked.

      “It’s not bad, probably in line with my own. Abe has spoiled me for anyone else’s coffee. I’ve often teased him about opening a coffeehouse when I finally convince him to retire as sheriff.”

      “Is he planning to do it soon?” George couldn’t imagine the gruff man doing anything else.

      “Probably not.” Edith let out a slow breath. “As sheriff, he’s done a good job by Lilac City. I believe the residents understand how much he watches over them to keep them safe.”

      “But?”

      “Perhaps it’s the woman in me speaking, but I feel bad that such a good man has missed out on the chance to have a family.” Edith kept her gaze on her cup.

      George’s mind immediately went back to the discussion he’d had with the man about a mail-order bride. Then George wondered if she might be thinking of herself as well.

      “Not all men want families,” he said, reaching out to touch her hand.

      She surprised him by looking up to meet his gaze, tears glistening. It emphasized how long her lashes were, something he’d never noticed before.

      “Not Abe,” she whispered, her voice tight with emotion he didn’t fully understand. “Of course, he’s going to say he’d never have wanted to marry anyway, but he’s a good man with a big heart. You should see him with children.” Edith smiled then, and it made her face glow with her beauty.

      “I’d have thought his gruff voice and long hair and beard would frighten them.”

      “They see through it and treat him like a giant stuffed bear. You should see them climbing all over him.” Edith sighed. “He loves it, though he’d never admit it.”

      “It’s a shame then.” George finished his tea and put down the cup. “I’ve loved being a father, though I confess it’s been difficult doing it without Caroline by my side. She handled most of the care of the children, so I could focus on my career. I’ve always been involved with them, but I never realized how much she did to make my life easier.”

      “And now you must do the parenting alone. I’m sorry.” She put down her empty cup. “Shall we see how Maude and Charles are faring? I’ll check with the porter to see if I can take a menu to them.”

      Once she had one in hand, they rose from the table. George offered Edith his arm, and they headed back to the compartment.
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      Edith had expected to enjoy the journey to San Francisco, but not in the way she did. George Rasmussen had always been a man capable of putting people at ease. The very first time she’d met him, she’d worried the husband of her new friend Caroline might not approve of the two women associating. She had been a fine lady while Edith had only been a working woman.

      George, it turned out, wasn’t a man to put on airs and hadn’t thought himself better than people from poorer families. When his wife had taken it upon herself to improve Edith’s speech and manners, he’d approved.

      His years as a successful doctor in San Francisco hadn’t changed that about him. He was thoughtful and kind, as well as engaging and talkative. He could as easily chat with Charles about his plans for a stud farm as to discuss what life had been like for Maude to grow up in Indianapolis.

      Because the pregnant woman needed to rest often with her feet up, Edith and George had spent a lot of time together in either the dining car or one of the public cars. At first, they’d reminisced and then caught each other up on what they were currently doing.

      Last night, as she’d climbed up into her bed, Edith hadn’t been able to shake a sense of wistfulness. When he’d offered her his arm for the walk back to the compartment, he’d covered her hand with his other one. It had seemed such an intimate gesture and something he’d never done with her before.

      To make matters worse, it had sent a long-forgotten tingle up her arm. It was as though something in her had awakened, something she thought might best stay asleep. It had heightened her awareness of him, of the strength in his arm, his masculine scent which mingled so pleasantly with his shaving soap.

      She’d never looked at him as anything more than the husband of her dear friend. He’d been like a brother. Did it make Edith a wicked woman to now find George Rasmussen so attractive?

      With her new sensitivity toward him, the ferry trip across the San Francisco Bay had turned a little awkward between them. She wouldn’t even look at him for fear he’d read the interest in her eyes. Instead, she’d stayed by Maude who was experiencing seasickness.

      Edith focused her thoughts on seeing Alfred again and meeting Caroline’s two younger children. How fortunate that Charles and Maude had refused George’s invitation to stay at his home. He and his children would have enough on their hands anyway, what with packing for the move to Lilac City.

      Edith’s pulse quickened. George would soon be a resident of Lilac City. She pushed away the thought.

      George had been quiet as well, his gaze focused on the passing scenery. Over the years, he must have made the journey across the bay many times with Caroline and probably their children.

      He’d mentioned that her affluent parents had moved to San Francisco, which had motivated Caroline’s desire to move there as well. His in-laws had since moved again, this time to the warmer climate of Southern California. Caroline had wanted to stay in San Francisco.

      Edith wondered if George would be happy leaving this place behind with its memories of his wife. Lilac City was so different. At least when he’d moved from Chicago, it’d been from one metropolis to another.

      They docked at the Ferry Building, its white, square tower a beacon from across the San Francisco Bay. It was time for goodbyes, at least temporarily. Charles and George left to see about the luggage, and Edith fumbled anxiously with her reticule.

      “What’s troubling you?” Maude patted the bench beside her. “Don’t deny that something is.”

      Edith was tempted to ignore the question, feeling ridiculous to be nearly forty years old and letting a man unsettle her so. It was embarrassing. When Maude patted the seat again, Edith finally sat beside her friend.

      “It’s the good doctor, isn’t it?”

      Edith groaned. Had she been that obvious? Had George noticed?

      “He’s an attractive man, and he’s moving to Lilac City.” Maude put an arm around Edith and gave her a quick squeeze. “The two of you also have a history, one that’s full of wonderful memories.”

      “Memories of my dear friend who was the love of his life.” Edith focused on folding and refolding her handkerchief.

      “Which means you both loved her. You would never want him or his children to forget her.” Maude smiled. “Doris is the perfect woman to have married a widower with two young children. We all missed Mother when she died, but Doris felt it the most keenly. I think she’s done wonderfully, stepping into that home and still honoring Marshall’s first wife.”

      “Yes, she has, but it makes me feel uncomfortable to even be discussing this about myself.” Edith felt a need to explain that she hadn’t coveted her friend’s husband. “Until this trip—until last night, actually—I’d never looked at George as anything more than a brother, as Caroline’s husband. I promise.”

      “Is that what’s bothering you?” Maude dropped her arm and shifted in the seat to face Edith. “Don’t you think your friend would have wanted her husband to love again?”

      “It’s too soon to be speaking of love.” An unexpected flash of frustration pushed Edith into motion, and she jumped to her feet. “I have no doubt it would horrify George Rasmussen to find I’ve developed a schoolgirl crush on him.”

      “You sound like me arguing with Frances about Charles on that train ride last year. Edith, you can’t believe love is only for the young.” Maude tried to stand, and Edith hurried over to assist her friend who continued, saying, “I fully intend to love my husband even more when we prepare to celebrate our twentieth wedding anniversary. So, don’t do anything to squash my dreams.”

      The young woman said it with such fervor that it made Edith smile. Which had probably been Maude’s intent.

      “That’s better. All I’m saying is that you shouldn’t close your mind to the possibility.”

      The two men returned before Maude could say more. Charles immediately went to his wife, and George came to Edith.

      “I just saw another doctor who’s on staff at my hospital. He’s had a family emergency arise, and he and his party cannot attend the opera next week. He gave me the ticket to their box.” George glanced from Edith to Maude, his eyes shining. “It’s Caruso.”

      “Enrico Caruso?” Maude breathed, her eyes wide.

      “Singing in ‘Carmen,’” Charles added. “Judith will be green with envy.”

      “I’ve brought nothing grand enough to wear to the opera,” Maude said.

      “I’m sure we’ll be able to find a suitable gown.” George glanced at Edith, something alight in his face she’d only ever seen directed at Caroline. “Suitable for both of you.”

      Edith felt a little lightheaded, and she was glad for the arm of the bench to keep her steady.
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      As George gave Edith a hand down from the gangway, he glanced around for the carriage he’d requested via telegram the day before. When he recognized his driver, he nodded toward the man who came to help with the luggage.

      A sense of anticipation filled George, something he hadn’t experienced since before Caroline had become ill. Perhaps it was excitement for the move to Wyoming, but as he guided Edith and her friends to the carriage, he had a feeling it was more. While the others talked about the sights and sounds of the bustling and vibrant city which were so familiar to him, he couldn’t help but surreptitiously watch her.

      What would the children think of Edith? He knew Alfred and Stanley would approve of her. All the children had heard Caroline speak of her friend over the years. Lillian might be a problem. Of late, the dratted girl didn’t approve of anyone or anything except her new high society friends. His disapproval of them had been the final straw in his decision to investigate the position in Lilac City. It had seemed fortuitous when his friend James had mentioned how much the community had grown in the last few years and needed another doctor.

      And there was James. George grinned as his friend strode toward them, but the look of confusion on the man’s face sent up alarms. Had something happened to the children? And then Charles and James were embracing. With Edith’s arrival at the jail that first night, George had almost forgotten Abe mentioning the two men knew each other.

      Charles stepped back and pulled his wife forward.

      “This is James Milburn, who’s like a brother to me. James, this is my wife Maude. And her friend Edith Vosburg.” Charles looked from Edith to George. “And this is her friend, Dr. George Rasmussen. He’ll be moving to Lilac City to help our doctor there.”

      James chuckled, glancing back-and-forth between George and Charles, and settling on George.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you went there?” James asked.

      “I didn’t want to say anything until I’d seen the town for myself.” George shrugged. “It turned out a dear friend of Caroline’s lives there now with her brother. Edith, James is a good friend. He and his wife were a great support to me after I lost Caroline.”

      “I’m so glad he had someone to help him through that.” Edith stepped forward to James with her hand extended.

      “You learned about Lilac City from James, who learned about it from Charles?” Maude asked, looking amused. “It is truly a small world.”

      “Abe said the same thing,” George said.

      “He knew and said nothing? That man.” Edith glanced at Maude. “You’re looking pale. You’re tired and should get some rest.”

      “Yes, indeed,” George agreed and James signaled for his carriage. As Charles helped his wife into it, George told James about the opera tickets. “Since I have an entire box, I’d love it if you and Diana and your guests would join me. I’ll host a dinner party beforehand. In the meantime, I’ll let you get your guests settled.”

      “And you have some news to break to your children.” James’s expression turned serious. “Lillian will not be pleased.”

      “I know and that’s why it’s important for us to make the move to Wyoming.” George turned to Edith and the Merricks. “I look forward to seeing you all next week, if not sooner. Thank you again for letting me join your travel party.”

      “It was a pleasure.” Charles shook George’s hand.

      “We also appreciate you sharing your opera adventure with us.” As Maude clasped his hand, her gaze darted to Edith, and a knowing glint shone in the pregnant woman’s eyes before she joined her husband. Was she thinking to play matchmaker, or was his interest in Edith that obvious?

      “Alfred has grown up with stories of you,” George said to Edith. “Once he knows you’re in San Francisco, he’ll be eager to meet you.”

      “I can’t wait to see him again. It’s lovely of you to invite us, though I imagine you’ll be busy preparing for your move.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” George finally released her hand, struck again by how he didn’t wish to. He said to James, “I’ll phone you to discuss the details.”

      “Excellent.”

      George picked up his bag and headed for his carriage, wishing he could stay with Edith.
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      “How can it be so much warmer than Wyoming and yet still be chilly?” Edith asked a few days later as she and Maude rode in the Milburn family carriage on a tour of the city. The ladies had decided to take a ride since James insisted on introducing Charles to friends on the San Francisco police force.

      “Oh, it’s only the fog coming in. It’s fun to watch how it creeps over the hills like fingers.” James’s wife Diana gave a little shiver as she bounced her young son, James Junior, nicknamed JJ, on her lap. She smiled affectionately as she looked out the window at the city. “Our weather here is quite mild all year round. I once made the long trip to Indianapolis by train to meet James’s parents, but it was so hot there. One may add a wrap against a chill but not remove one’s clothing. It was quite uncomfortable.”

      Maude pressed her hand against her abdomen, a small crease between her brows. Edith had noticed her do it more frequently of late. Her midwife instructor liked to call the contractions practice for the real delivery. The ones Maude was having probably meant nothing, but Edith might have to insist on fewer activities each day. While she didn’t want to take the fun out of her friend’s trip, neither would any of them wish to bring the baby early.

      “And you’ve lived here all your life?” Maude asked.

      “Oh, yes.” Diana gave a soft laugh. “My father might be a prim and proper banker now, but his grandfather made his fortune in the gold rush. He’s the one who came to San Francisco and built a house on Nob Hill.”

      “I’ve heard that name before,” Edith said, “but I can’t see where any of the streets are named Nob.”

      “I believe it’s a nickname,” Maude said.

      “Yes. It’s short for nabobs or nobs.”

      “Did you grow up in a mansion then?” Maude asked.

      “My father inherited it but thought it was pretentious and sold it.” Diana leaned forward conspiratorially. “The truth is, my mother was frightened to live in it. My grandfather had built it in the old Gothic style. I’ve seen it, and it would fit well in a novel filled with ghosts.”

      “Your father doesn’t think you married down?” Edith asked and immediately added, “That was impertinent of me. I apologize.”

      “It doesn’t trouble me. James comes from a good family in Indianapolis. Well, my family is likely wealthier, but his has better status in the rest of the country. My father keeps hoping James will tire of playing detective and come to work for him at the bank.”

      “Don’t hold your breath on that,” Edith couldn’t help saying. “He has the same look in his eyes that Charles and my brother have. Their hearts might be on other things—such as breeding horses for your husband,” she said to Maude, “but neither man would be happy sitting behind a desk all day. They’re men of action, and James Milburn is made from the same mold.”

      “Yes. And I believe George Rasmussen is too.” Diana sent Edith a knowing look.

      Edith had to force her face to remain neutral. She’d caught Maude watching her with a little too much interest every time his name was mentioned.

      “Do you know the doctor very well?” Maude asked Diana. “Not that I mind having another doctor in Lilac City, but doesn’t it seem odd he’d leave his job at a prestigious hospital to work in a small town in Wyoming?”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t be doing it if he hadn’t lost Caroline. She loved it here, just as I do, and she had more influence over Lillian.” Diana sighed, sending a worried glance at her son as though she expected him to do something inappropriate, even though the child was still toddling around.

      “What problems is Lillian getting into?” Maude asked.

      “I shouldn’t have said anything.” Diana flushed, looking guilty.

      “We’re George’s friends, and he’s moving his family to our town. We want to help in any way we can.” Edith met Maude’s gaze, seeking confirmation, and she nodded.

      “After her mother died, Lillian was distraught. Instead of drawing closer to her father, she pushed poor George away. Not long after, a couple of new girls enrolled in Lillian’s school. They put a lot of store on social status, which is ironic.” Diana’s voice dropped to a whisper. “They’ve both been caught kissing boys, and the girls are only a couple of years older than Lillian. I’m only twenty-five, but when I watch these girls on the hunt—and there’s no other way to describe what they do—it’s quite scandalous.”

      “But Lillian’s not yet fifteen,” Edith said.

      “Exactly,” Diana agreed.

      Edith didn’t know how much chaperonage the young people received in San Francisco. She assumed Lillian must have a governess who watched over the girl. What would happen when they moved to Lilac City, where the men outnumbered women by so much? All those cowboys looking for nothing more than a good time. Did Caroline’s daughter look older than her years? If Lillian flirted with the cowhands, would one of them try to take advantage of her?

      Edith leaned back, feeling uneasy. How could she possibly speak of this to George without appearing to be a busybody? And yet, how could she not speak when this poor motherless girl—Caroline’s daughter—might have chosen a path of ruin?
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      A tap on the door pulled George’s attention away from sorting through his office. He still saw the occasional patient there, so he couldn’t very well pack everything yet.

      “Enter,” he called.

      “I’m sorry to trouble you, doctor,” Lillian’s governess said with a small curtsy before shutting the door.

      Miss Capwell’s tense posture didn’t bode well for whatever she wanted to talk about. George indicated the chair on the other side of the desk, but the woman shook her head.

      “I was already considering giving you notice, but now that your family’s moving to Wyoming, I definitely am. I have no wish to live in a wild place.”

      “Please. Take a seat.” George leaned back in his chair, taking slow and steady breaths while she did as he asked.

      “You won’t be able to talk me out of it, doctor.” Miss Capwell primly folded her hands in her lap.

      “I know my daughter is going through a difficult age.” When the governess raised her disbelieving brows, George had to bite back a chuckle. “All right. I concede Lillian has always been headstrong, but I thought you agreed she could improve with the proper guidance. Have you changed your mind?”

      “No. She has a good heart if you can help her find an appropriate way to direct her energy. But I still have no desire to live in Wyoming.”

      “I understand,” George said, resigned. “Have you found another position yet?”

      Miss Capwell dropped her gaze and nodded.

      So, she’d either been planning to leave for a while or had received an offer for another position already.

      “Do you mind if I ask which family?”

      “The Hollands.”

      “I wish you’d told me sooner. I would have written you a letter of recommendation if you’d asked. If you need one, I still will. You’ve done your best with Lillian, despite her sour attitude this past year.”

      “Thank you.” The governess stood. “She only started lashing out after your wife died. I’m sure she’s missing her mother.”

      “Yes. Aren’t we all?” He understood, regardless of how often Lillian’s critical tongue had wounded him and her brothers. As though she meant to punish a house full of people who were already suffering. The logic failed him. “I wish I knew what to do to help her, but she pushes me away. Sometimes, I think she blames me for the cancer.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Miss Capwell’s ready agreement stung. Did his daughter hold George responsible? He knew it wasn’t reasonable. He’d done everything in his power to provide Caroline with the best medical care possible. It still hadn’t saved her.

      “Can I count on you until we leave?”

      “Well, sir …”

      “Never mind. Go ahead with your plans.”

      “Thank you, doctor.”

      George leaned back in his chair, glad she hadn’t asked for the referral. Now that he’d found out Miss Capwell had meant to leave on such short notice, it would have been difficult for him to honor his word.

      He glanced around his office. Caroline had decorated it for him. She was everywhere in this house. It would be one of the most difficult parts of the move, leaving behind all the memories of this place. He also couldn’t help thinking those same memories were weighing heavily on everyone in the family.

      Alfred and Stanley were both excited about the move. Lillian hadn’t spoken to George since he’d made the announcement upon his return.

      Caroline’s mother had suggested, if the girl’s willful behavior continued, that there were boarding schools meant to bring such children under control. The woman had never had much patience with children and especially adolescents. George felt that surrendering his daughter to a rigid school would be to give up on the girl. Lillian had so much potential, if only he could get through to her.

      At least he had dinner before the opera to look forward to. Spending the evening with Edith, the Merricks, and the Milburns tomorrow night would be a nice change.

      He’d had the housekeeper send over some of Caroline’s ball gowns to the Milburn house to see if they could be altered to fit Edith and Maude. It’d been a pleasant surprise when they’d discovered that Caroline had kept one gown from when she was advanced in pregnancy with Stanley.

      It would be the last time he saw the gowns his wife had loved. They would donate everything else to charity.

      With a sigh, George went back to his paperwork and the distraction it provided.
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      “Poor George’s housekeeper,” Diana said with a soft laugh as they finished dressing for the dinner party and opera. “She must have thought he’d gone mad when he told her to prepare a dinner party while she was already packing up the house.”

      “I imagine it’s because of my friendship with his wife that he’s doing it.” Edith was having to force herself to sit patiently while the maid did her hair. The last time it’d been done so fancily had been with Caroline.

      “Do you think so?” Diana paused, surprised. “I’ve never thought of him as a show-off.”

      “Not showing off, no. I believe he’s hosting the dinner to show me the home Caroline lived in for so many years.” Edith ran her fingers down the deep green of the gown, imagining her dear friend having worn it. It made her seem closer.

      “Now that does sound like George.” Diana stepped back to examine Edith. “You look lovely.”

      “You both do,” Maude said from where she sat, already dressed, her hair perfectly coiffed. “It’s almost a shame we don’t have opportunities to wear such nice things in Lilac City.”

      “Few women in town could afford anything nearly so nice, anyway.” Edith picked up her reticule. “It’s been fifteen years since I’ve worn such a fancy dress, and I imagine it’ll be another fifteen years before I even think about it again. Maude, do you have everything you need? I’ll be happy to fetch anything.”

      “You’re spoiling me.” The pregnant woman tried to rise on her own, but the extra fabric in her gown made it difficult. Edith and Diana helped her to stand.

      “I’m doing my job. It’s not spoiling. If anything, you’ve spoiled me by inviting me along on your trip.” Edith smiled affectionately at her young friend. “I’ve never been to the opera, and I’ve only been out amongst the swells one other time.”

      “Was George there too?” Maude asked.

      “He was, but he could only attend for a short time because he was called away to deal with an emergency. That was one reason Caroline had insisted I attend with her. She didn’t want to be forced to leave the ball if he were called away.”

      “As a doctor, he gets called away often,” Diana said, putting on her gloves.

      “Like my brother and your husbands do.” Edith opened the door. “I’m sure your men are downstairs grumbling about how long it’s taken us to get ready. We shouldn’t test their patience.”

      But she was wrong. Both Charles and James had only glowing compliments for their wives. They even spared Edith a few kind words. Once inside the carriage, she wondered what it would be like to have someone in her life who looked at her the way these men did their wives.

      George came to mind, but she pushed the thought away. He was an admirable man and the husband of her good friend.

      This time, another thought wiggled its way to the forefront. One day he’d be ready to marry again. Caroline would want him to be with a woman who recognized his strengths and helped to support him in his life’s work. Perhaps the Lord had brought them together, so Edith could help him find a good woman.

      That task, however, would be much easier in San Francisco than in Lilac City with its shortage of women—eligible or not. She was one of the few unmarried women in town.

      “Isn’t it lovely tonight?” Diana asked, peeking over Edith’s shoulder at the view. “I so love San Francisco.”

      “It is a beautiful place,” Maude agreed. “And so alive.”

      “That it is—on the surface.” James lowered his voice and said something to Charles about the Barbary Coast.

      “What’s this Barbary Coast?” Edith asked, surprised at Diana’s blush.

      “Sorry, my dear.” James patted his wife’s hand. “It’s a part of the city which was born during the Gold Rush when tens of thousands of miners flooded the area looking for gold. Even now, the nine-block section has a lawless element. The city government has worked hard to civilize it. Unfortunately, it still keeps the officers busy.”

      Edith met Charles’ gaze and mouthed red-light district? He nodded. If Maude’s sister Frances had been with them, she’d have put poor Diana to the blush with questions. Frances had no patience with ignoring what was really happening in the world, even the things kept from women of gentle breeding.

      Evidently, either Diana or James didn’t want her to know too much of what he dealt with regularly. Perhaps that was wise, considering how large San Francisco was. It would be hard for the young woman to send her beloved husband off into possible danger if she knew what he truly faced every day.

      Still, it made Edith glad her brother didn’t try to shield her from too much. She had no interest in the gory details, but if he’d had to do a hard thing and needed to talk about it after, she was there for him.

      When the carriage pulled up to the front of the grand Rasmussen home, Edith found herself a little intimidated. It was lovely. She recalled from her discussions with George that Caroline’s parents still owned it. When they’d moved away from San Francisco nearly a decade ago, they’d left the care of it with George and Caroline. From what he’d said, his father-in-law had only kept the house for his daughter.

      Was that part of the motivation to move? Was Mr. Adler selling the house?

      Edith realized then that in all their discussions George had never mentioned where he and his children would stay once they’d made the move to Lilac City. Doc Weston would need his new partner to get to work right away, so George wouldn’t have much time to find—or have built—a fitting home.

      Staring at the stately Victorian house, she had no doubt the Rasmussen children were used to being waited on. One of the dude ranches might be a good option while George decided what to do for a permanent home. Staying at a working ranch would be an eye-opening experience for them all.

      It was an in-between season for dude ranches when they had few guests. Some people enjoyed coming to the ranch in the dead of winter to enjoy the snow, but most of them came for the summer weather. Perhaps Edith should mention it to Maude. She might even think to suggest it to George. If Alfred was crazy about horses, there couldn’t be a better place for him to live temporarily.

      Or there was always the Circle B, which was also a dude ranch. Maude’s sister Doris had married the owner there, and she was currently the schoolmarm. She had the sweetest nature and was sure to welcome the Rasmussen children. However, she’d be having her own baby soon and wouldn’t teach at the school much longer.

      “Aren’t you coming?” Maude asked, looking at Edith curiously. Everyone else had already gotten out of the carriage.

      Edith was getting too wrapped up in George Rasmussen’s problems. He was a grown man and doubtless wouldn’t appreciate even an old friend stepping in to tell him how to run his own home. She accepted Charles’ hand down.

      The front door opened, and George stepped out, followed by his three children. Alfred stood shoulder to shoulder with his father. How could that tiny babe she’d delivered be almost a man now? While he looked like a younger version of George, Alfred had Caroline’s fair hair.

      Lillian, who was the image of her mother, stood primly in a dress appropriate for her age, but she wore a put-upon expression. She obviously wanted to be somewhere else. Young Stanley’s looks were a hodgepodge of his parents’ features, and Edith couldn’t decide which one he favored more.

      The boy was scanning the members of their party. When his gaze fell on Edith, his eyes widened expectantly. What had his father told Stanley about her?

      “Welcome,” George said, and then introduced his children and the adults. “Come in. Please.”

      Once they were in the foyer, a servant stepped forward to take their coats and hats. When the children led the others to the parlor, Edith held back.

      “Is anything wrong?” George asked.

      “No. I only wanted a little time with Caroline’s home.” Edith’s throat tightened, and she patted her chest over her heart.

      “Does it meet with your approval?” he asked softly.

      “It’s lovely, George, just like she was.”

      Nodding, he glanced around the foyer as though seeing it with fresh eyes.

      “She must have loved this house.”

      “She did. After they visited it once when she was young, it left quite the impression on her.” George chuckled. “She was thrilled when her parents purchased it, and even more so when they invited us to make our residence here. Caroline insisted she be allowed to remodel it, and her father agreed. The house is very much a reflection of her tastes.” His expression clouded.

      “Will it be difficult for you to leave your memories?” Edith asked softly.

      “You’ve always had a keen eye for people. Yes, it will be hard but also a relief. You know how I loved her. I still do. But the constant reminders of what we’ve lost are sometimes like a weight dragging us down.” He gave a tight smile. “Memories are only part of it. Mostly, I want to move for the children.”

      “Lillian doesn’t look like she’s very happy right now.”

      “She’s furious with me.” George’s expression turned dark. “Once upon a time, only a few years ago, I was her hero. There’s nothing like a child’s admiration to boost a father’s spirits after a hard day at work. And it’s heartbreaking to lose it.”

      “I’m sure she’ll eventually come around.” Edith patted his arm. “You’re a good man and worthy of admiration.”

      “You, my dear, are a balm on the heart.” He said it with a fervency which both embarrassed her and made her ache for the poor man. George was not only missing his beloved wife but was also having to struggle with adolescent rejection.

      They’d reached the door to the parlor, and Edith stepped into it first. Almost immediately, Stanley approached her.

      “Alfred said you knew Mama when he was a baby.” Stanley watched her with interest.

      “I knew your mother before Alfred was born,” Edith said with a smile. “In fact, I was there the night he was born.” She glanced up and met Alfred’s gaze. He must have been listening because he stepped forward with an extended hand.

      “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Miss Vosburg. Mama spoke of you with great affection.”

      Stanley held up a framed photograph which Caroline must have kept all these years. “This is you standing beside Mama, isn’t it?”

      “Oh, my.” Edith accepted the picture almost reverently.

      “You don’t look much older than Lillian,” George said from the side, studying the photo.

      “I don’t know if I was ever that young.” Edith glanced over at his daughter, who stood near the window like a sullen statue. “As you know, I had a hard life, and it has an unpleasant habit of forcing you to mature.” She handed the picture back to Stanley. “Your mother was like a sister to me, and it broke my heart when we lost touch. I’m glad to finally meet her lovely family.”

      “Perhaps you can tell me things you remember of her.” Stanley lowered his voice, his tone now confidential. “It’s hard to remember.”

      “I’ll be happy to share all kinds of stories with you.” Edith glanced at Alfred. “I understand you like horses. You must be sure to chat with Charles over there. His grandfather was a horse breeder back East, who left all his stock to Charles. He’s having his horses brought to Wyoming this summer to begin his own stud farm.”

      “Is he?” Alfred gave a quick bow before spinning on his heels to hurry to where Charles and Maude sat talking with James and Diana. George followed him.

      “He’s mad about horses,” Stanley grumbled.

      “And you’re not? I thought all boys were wild about horses,” Edith said. “What do you enjoy?”

      “I like to sketch, but Father says I can’t make a living doing that.” He shot a glance at his father.

      “What do you draw?” Edith carefully spread out her skirt to prevent unnecessary wrinkles and sat in a chair. Stanley came to stand by it.

      “Buildings. And I like to design things, but Alfred tells me it’s a waste of time.”

      “Have you ever considered becoming an architect?” At the boy’s confused expression, she added, “That’s someone who designs buildings. I’d love to see your sketches.”

      The boy’s eyes went wide. “Truly? Mama was the only one who would look at them. I’ll fetch some for you.”

      Stanley had turned to leave when a servant stepped into the room and announced that dinner was ready. The little boy’s shoulders slumped.

      “You can show them to me another time,” Edith whispered before sliding her arm through his. “Perhaps you would be so kind as to escort me in to dinner.”
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      George had originally thought to have an adult-only dinner party. It would have especially worked well since their numbers were even. However, when he’d mentioned it to Edith, she’d argued that it would be a wonderful opportunity for the children to get to know more people from Lilac City. Once they arrived there, seeing familiar faces would help them not feel so alone.

      She’d been right about the dinner party, of course. Two of his three children were already hitting it off with the guests. Still, he had to be satisfied following his youngest son as he escorted Edith into the dining room.

      “Oh,” Edith cried, dropping Stanley’s arm and hurrying to George and Caroline’s wedding portrait. “I remember this from your home in Chicago.”

      “I had the servants leave it up because I thought you’d enjoy seeing it.” George came to stand beside her.

      “That was kind of you, especially knowing how everyone’s working on a tight schedule for the move.”

      “I come in and look at it sometimes,” Stanley said from her other side, “so I can remember what she looks like.”

      “Do you?” George asked, surprised at the admission from his youngest son. “I’ve done that a few times myself.”

      “The two of you should do it together and reminisce. Perhaps you could invite Lillian and Alfred to join you.” Edith turned to face the table. “I’m glad to see nameplates. Master Stanley, perhaps you would assist me?”

      Amused, George watched his son escort her to a chair and pull it out. When everyone was seated, George signaled the servants to bring in the meal.

      As it progressed, he studied Edith where she sat between his two sons. She encouraged them to talk about Caroline, and they did, more so than they had since her passing. George was surprised to find that hearing the boys share their memories with Edith didn’t hurt as it had last year. Was it that enough time had passed and they could bear to remember, or was it because she’d loved Caroline too?

      He glanced at Lillian who’d barely said a word, except those which good breeding required.

      “What?” she hissed when she noticed him watching her.

      “You’re not making conversation with our guests.”

      “I’m here, which is more than I would like to be.” She moved the food around on her plate but didn’t take a bite.

      “What can I do to help you?” George kept his voice soft and neutral.

      “Stay in San Francisco.”

      “You know your grandfather has already sold the house. The new owners plan to move in as soon as we’ve vacated. Remaining in this house is not an option.”

      “But we don’t need to leave the city. All my friends are here.” She glared at him.

      She was always such a contrast, resembling her mother physically as she did but prickly. While Caroline had regarded George with love and admiration, their daughter had only loathing and disdain for him. It made him feel like a failure as a father and a doctor.

      Yet he didn’t know what else he could do but leave San Francisco and his personal demons here. He feared it would be the ruination of Lillian if she continued to associate with the vicious bits of muslin she called friends.

      “We all need a change.”

      “I don’t.” Lillian practically shouted the words, her timing unfortunate because of a break in the conversation. Her words rang in the silence.

      “Apologize to my guests for your lack of manners,” he said softly but firmly.

      “I will not.” She jumped to her feet and threw her napkin on her plate. “You’re ruining my life.”

      Lillian then ran from the room. If Caroline had been there, she’d have gone after their daughter. But he didn’t know what he could say that wouldn’t make the situation worse.

      “Stanley, can you show me where your sister’s bedroom is?” Edith didn’t wait for an answer but rose.

      “All right.”

      A knot formed in George’s throat. First for Edith being willing to step in and soothe Lillian’s ruffled feathers, but also for Stanley as he stood so formally. He pulled back Edith’s chair and then slid his hand into hers.
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      Edith didn’t expect the emotion which filled her as her dear friend’s youngest son took her hand and pulled her from the dining room. It was a shame Caroline wasn’t there to love and guide her daughter through this difficult age. Edith remembered all too well her own headstrong adolescent years.

      “I’m guessing your sister doesn’t want to move to Wyoming,” she said as they climbed the stairs.

      “She’s angry at Papa about it.” Stanley gave a resigned shrug. “Of course, she’s been angry at everyone since Mama died.” He stopped in front of a closed door. From inside came the sounds of grumbling and crying and even something being thrown. The boy released Edith’s hand and stepped away from the door. As he backed up, he had an impish twinkle in his eyes. “Good luck.” He turned and ran back down the stairs.

      Taking a deep breath, she tapped on the door and opened it. Something came flying at her face. Only Edith’s quick reflexes let her dodge the object. It hit the doorjamb and bounced off. The shoe would have left a bruise had it hit her.

      “San Francisco has an interesting take on what it means to be a proper young lady.” Edith picked up the shoe and held it up for examination. “Did you learn this at finishing school? Or has your father not sent you to one yet?”

      The girl had the grace to look abashed, which Edith took as a good sign. The poor child had been through a great deal in the last year.

      “Your room is lovely.” Edith stepped to the wall where a small painting hung of a young girl on a swing. It was Caroline. “I’ve always found a person’s bedroom to reflect their true selves. Your mother had this painting in her bedroom in Chicago. She loved her grandparent’s farm very much.”

      “I hate her.”

      Edith slowly turned around, forcing back the instinct to shake the girl. There were so many emotions in those three words, the most powerful being hurt. Edith said a quick prayer, pleading for the Lord to help her say the words which Lillian needed to hear.

      “You think she abandoned you,” Edith said softly, after a moment of thought.

      “She did abandon us.” The girl brushed impatiently at the tears on her cheeks. “We would never have to move from San Francisco were she still here.”

      “My mother died when I was young.”

      “Oh, don’t tell me you understand how I’m feeling.” With a huff, Lillian flopped onto her bed in a most unladylike manner.

      For a second, Edith wondered what it would be like to have the youngest Lancaster sister put in charge of Lillian Rasmussen. No. Frances wasn’t very patient, and Edith felt a prompting she hoped came from the Lord to go easy with Lillian.

      Edith went over to another painting, this one over the fireplace was of the Rasmussen family sitting formally in the parlor downstairs. Caroline had shadows under her eyes, and Edith wondered why the artist hadn’t removed them. Had Caroline wished to capture this time of illness as it truly was? Had she known her time with her loved ones was limited?

      “I wouldn’t presume to tell you how you’re feeling.” Edith turned to face Lillian. “I didn’t have as much time with my mother as you did with yours. I was younger than Stanley and just starting school. My father was never a man with many sensibilities. Suddenly he was stuck raising a daughter alone. He wasn’t very nice to me. Do you mind if I sit with you?”

      Edith didn’t wait for a response, but sat on the bed beside Lillian and continued. “You know, until this very moment, I’ve never considered what it must have been like for my father. He was a hard man and heavy-handed, but I think he did care for my mother. It wasn’t until her death that his drinking got out of hand.”

      “Your father was a drunk?” Lillian’s tone showed the first hint of softening. “Did he hit you?”

      “Many times. Or, at least until Abe came for a visit once. He saw a bruise on my cheek and laid into the old man. He told Pa he’d pay one of the biddies in town to send him word if I ever showed bruising again.” Affection for the big man swelled in Edith’s chest, and she couldn’t help but glance at Lillian and grin with satisfaction at having such a defender.

      “Who’s Abe?”

      “He’s my half-brother. He was a man grown by the time I was born.”

      “Oh, yes. I remember Mama telling us about him. She said he came to Chicago to visit you, and that he looked like a giant bear. She said he even wore a bearskin coat.”

      “Yes, he did, now that you mention it.” Edith chuckled softly. “He doesn’t have it anymore. Not since I started keeping house for him. Now he leaves the bearskins as wall hangings and blankets. But he’s a big man, both tall and well built. When he threatened our father, there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that Abe meant it.”

      “Did your father drink less?”

      “No, but he sold me into an apprenticeship with the local midwife when I was a little older than you.”

      “He sold you?” Lillian’s eyes had gone wide with shock. “That’s against the law. It’s slavery.”

      “Well, yes and no. Taking money and forcing a fifteen-year-old kid into a trade isn’t all that uncommon, even in this new century. I was fortunate the woman I worked with was a decent employer. She’d paid my father for my services, but I had to work that money off. I didn’t earn any wages, but she taught me her trade.”

      “Do you still deliver babies, or did you stop when you married?”

      “I never married, but I also didn’t stay a midwife, though I still help out here and there. I taught school for a while, and that’s where I met your mother. She was doing a favor for a neighbor by picking up her little boy from my school.” Edith gave a heavy sigh, recalling that first meeting and the instant friendship which had developed. “Even though I wasn’t dressed like I am tonight in this fancy gown—I was just a poor schoolmarm, remember—your mother treated me just like she would have someone in her class. I think that’s why she was such an amazing woman. She saw people as people and didn’t judge them by an artificial status.”

      Lillian had turned quiet, and Edith glanced at her. The girl’s eyes shone with unshed tears. Not sure if she would rebuff her, Edith put her arm across her shoulders. Lillian turned her face into Edith’s chest and sobbed.

      Caroline’s daughter. Edith held the girl and rocked, whispering words of comfort.

      Finally, she calmed and straightened. Staring at the wet fabric of Edith’s gown, Lillian blinked.

      “Was that my mother’s?”

      “Yes, and Maude is also wearing one.” Edith’s voice broke. “It gives me surprising comfort to be wearing a dress again that belonged to your mother.” She told Lillian about the other time she’d worn one of Caroline’s gowns. “What would I have lost if your mother had only cared about money and social status?”

      “I never thought about it that way.” Lillian looked thoughtful. “Mother had many friends here but I can’t recall her ever speaking of them the way she did about you. She said once that you were the sister she never had.”

      “She was that for me too.” Edith’s eyes.

      “I’m glad you’re wearing Mother’s gown. If she’s watching from Heaven, I think it will make her happy.” The girl pointed to Edith’s shoulder. “But I’ve crushed the satin. You can’t go out in public like that.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’m not worried about it.”

      “But what will people say?”

      “What do I care about what strangers think?” Edith asked simply. “I don’t know any of them, and I’ll be leaving here in a few days, anyway.”

      “They’ll talk if my father arrives in the company of a woman with a crumpled gown.” Lillian said it with such honest innocence and concern that Edith hugged her.

      “Reasonable people who aren’t stuck-up would be curious about who’d cried on my shoulder. They would likely have compassion.” Edith brushed back a strand of hair from the girl’s face. “I don’t have time for folks who won’t bother to reason it out. I won’t let such shallow people dictate the way I live my life.”

      “But it could make a difference for my father if people think poorly of him and refuse to have him care for them in the hospital.”

      “Well, that sounds like a kind of prison to me, and it makes me glad your father’s getting out of it. I can’t wait to introduce you to my friend Frances. She’s Mrs. Merrick’s younger sister, and she’s a cowgirl.”

      “A cowgirl?” Lillian sat straighter, her eyes widening. “I thought those were only in stories.”

      “Oh, no. She rides and shoots and bosses those cowhands around like she was the foreman. Even before she got married.” Edith chuckled. “She never lets other people’s opinions on how a woman should dress and behave dictate how she lives her life.”

      “And a man was willing to marry her that way?” Lillian asked, disbelieving.

      “Oh, her husband is mad about her—just as she is. He’s declared he doesn’t want to change a thing.”

      “It’s not ladylike at all. You sound as though you approve.”

      “I do. Frances does what she loves, and I think she’s brave to do it even though some people don’t approve. And, even in Lilac City, there are plenty who don’t approve.”

      “Are you doing what you love?”

      “That’s a hard one to answer.” Edith smoothed the fabric of her skirt. “I love being near my brother and being able to care for him. He’s old enough to be my father, and he’s been living as a lonely bachelor all his adult life. Our schoolmarm—she’s another of Mrs. Merrick’s sisters, by the way—is expecting a baby this summer. The school board has approached me about taking over the teaching.”

      Lillian straightened. “You, the schoolmarm? It might not be so terrible to move there if I knew one of the teachers.”

      “You dear girl.” Edith gave the girl a quick hug. “There’s only one teacher.”

      Lillian’s brows creased in confusion. “But how can there be only one?”

      “It’s a one-room schoolhouse. Lilac City is a small town. For a long time, there weren’t that many women, but things are changing. All those cowboys are getting married and starting families. In five years, I’m sure they’ll need to consider another teacher, probably one for the older scholars and the other for the little ones.”

      “There are so few students?”

      “Yes, but there’s also a lot to be said for knowing almost everyone in town. And Lilac City has a lot of good people.”

      Lillian went still for a second and then smiled. “You would be my teacher then, wouldn’t you?”

      “Likely. I’d been thinking of offering to help the midwife, what with how busy she and Doc Weston have been. Now that your father’s moving to town, I don’t think I’ll be needed.”

      “I don’t know if I can bear to move.” The sad tone in the poor girl’s voice about broke Edith’s heart.

      “Moving can be hard. I know. I’d only been in Chicago a few days. I didn’t know anyone and felt very alone.” Edith smiled, thinking back to that day so long ago. “Fortunately, that’s when I met your mother for the first time. Bless her heart. As I mentioned, she’d gone to my school to pick up a neighbor’s child. She’d skipped lunch because of nausea—she was expecting Alfred—and fainted outside of the school where I taught. If I hadn’t been standing nearby to catch her, she’d have cracked her head good.”

      “Oh, my goodness. What did you do?” Lillian asked, her face now alight with interest.
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        * * *

      

      George stood outside of his daughter’s bedroom, listening to Edith reminisce. It had appalled him that day, upon arriving home, to find Caroline being tended by a young woman wearing a clean but patched dress.

      At first, he’d wondered if his wife had hired a new servant, but then Edith had spoken. While she’d lacked a refined manner of speech, she’d carried herself well. When he’d asked what had happened to his wife, Edith had surprised him by explaining using medical terms. Upon further questioning, he’d discovered the chit of a girl had previously worked as a midwife but had taken a job teaching school in Chicago.

      She’d proven herself an excellent student and teacher, and Caroline had taken her under her wing. His wife had described Edith as being like a sponge, soaking up every bit of knowledge and advice Caroline had offered about speech and comportment. When she’d suggested books to read for further education, Edith had latched on to the list. That had been when George realized his wife intended to bring her new friend with them to a social function.
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