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      Edgar Lowell believed in neither fate nor the illusion of community. And definitely not in a meeting that had begun with a debate about bunting and spiraled into a territorial feud over a storage closet. He didn’t miss the irony that, in New York, civic events he had attended had cocktails and quiet corruption, while in Lilac City, they came with refreshments and opinions about mundane things strong enough to split families.

      Tugging at his tight collar, Edgar wished he’d had time to change into something less stifling. The room, provided by the town’s only hotel for public gatherings, was too warm, too crowded, and the people too enthusiastic. After an already full day, it made him weary.

      Under normal circumstances, he would have declined the invitation to help with the Christmas Fair. Edgar was an attorney, after all, the town prosecutor, and now being considered as an itinerant judge. A man with such responsibilities did not plan parties.

      But what was he to do when his cousin, one of the forces behind the event, had begged him to help? Especially with her looking pale and wan with the sickness common to women in her delicate condition.

      So, of course, Edgar had agreed.

      As he listened to the people argue, he resisted the urge to shift in his chair, his expression composed as usual. He had honed the skill of maintaining stillness in New York, long before arriving in Wyoming.

      “But I’m telling you, that storage closet was used last year for fair props. I remember, because me and my boys stacked everything in there ourselves,” Mr. Teague insisted, his voice growing stilted, stretching out his hand and then relaxing it. “So if the map says it’s part of the church lot, then the map is wrong.”

      Across the table, Mayor Phelps’s mustache twitched. “This is not a church lot issue, Steven. It is municipal storage. You can’t simply claim the building because your boys put a few crates in it.”

      “I didn’t claim⁠—”

      “Actually,” a woman’s voice interrupted, drawing everyone’s attention, possibly because of how clear it was in spite of not being all that loud, “if you’re talking about the closet with the crooked latch near the back stair, it was listed as shared-use space in last year’s minutes. Right after the note about moving the upright piano for the monthly dances.”

      The daughter of Hannah Vosburg. Laura Stanton, a widow with two young children. She worked as a maid at the Lucky L Ranch. From what he had observed, she was always quiet and polite. Only recently had she begun attending the planning meetings, probably encouraged by her mother, who was also helping with the event.

      Edgar tried not to consider how often he had thought of her over the past weeks.

      “There was a note in the ledger about the door needing repair, and that the town had responsibility for the maintenance,” Mrs. Stanton continued, her face paler than normal, though her voice was level. “Mr. Jackson offered to fix it after the fair but apparently forgot.”

      Ralph Jackson, the only woodworker in town and seated near the back, sheepishly raised a hand. “True enough. I meant to do it after New Year’s, but time got away from me.”

      “I hope my understanding is correct, but if the town has a responsibility to maintain the building, then wouldn’t that imply they have at least some part of the ownership?” Mrs. Stanton asked. “I believe the minutes are considered a permanent record, so they should be in town hall. I would be happy to help find the reference.”

      A murmur swept the room. Edgar narrowed his eyes slightly. Hadn’t he reviewed those same records last spring? He couldn’t remember seeing anything about a shared-use designation, though he hadn’t been looking for one.

      Mrs. Stanton spoke without hesitation and with confidence. There was nothing prideful or smug in her manner, which typically came with public corrections.

      Edgar prided himself on being able to anticipate issues that could become contentious. It made it possible for him to prevent arguments from turning heated. He would need to see those minutes.

      “You’re certain?” he asked, trying to keep his words low, though his voice carried anyway.

      Mrs. Stanton stood taller as she shifted to face him fully, nothing deferential or timid in her demeanor. Merely calm. “Yes, Mr. Lowell. I am sure, and, as I said before, I would be happy to assist in finding it again.”

      Edgar continued to hold her gaze, unable to break the connection. Something flickered behind those steady blue eyes. Uncertainty? Or apprehension? As if she expected him to challenge her. Whatever he might feel about this woman, he did not wish to stifle her.

      “Then I’m pleased to accept your help to search the minutes.”

      “Of course.” Mrs. Stanton nodded before she stepped back into the shadows of the room’s edge, vanishing almost as quickly as she had appeared.

      Edgar returned his attention to the meeting, trying to focus on the budget figures next on the agenda. Instead, his mind stayed on the quiet woman who had spoken before disappearing again. When the meeting closed and the committee members gathered their belongings, a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

      How his life had changed since moving to Lilac City. He might actually enjoy jumping into a search of the town minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Laura slipped through the heavy hotel doors and into the brisk fall afternoon, the low hum of voices still echoing behind her. Pausing on the steps, she tucked her still-trembling hands under her shawl, hoping no one had noticed her nervousness.

      She drew in a deep breath to steady herself. The crisp air carried a hint of pine and the dry rustle of leaves skittering across the boardwalk. Had she really just spoken up in that meeting? She could hardly believe it. And in front of that handsome and intimidating lawyer from back East. Besides carrying himself like a man no one dared to say no to, he was her employer’s cousin.

      But when the tone of the meeting had turned contentious, with Mr. Teague and Mayor Phelps looking about to circle each other like fighters, Laura couldn’t remain silent. Not over something as ridiculous as a storage closet. Not when the discussion reminded her of what she had read in the minutes. Crooked latch. Piano. The shared-use minutes. Tiny, dusty details her mind refused to let go of.

      Her father had often teased her about having a steel-trap mind. Frank had bragged to his friends that his wife had a mind like a ledger book: orderly and unfailingly accurate. Her eyes burned. How she missed them both, even when their teasing hadn’t always been kind.

      The creak of the door behind her jerked Laura back to the present, and she quickly wiped her eyes. People in small towns were notoriously into each other’s business, something she had learned while growing up in one.

      She hadn’t missed the surprise on the faces in the room when she spoke and hoped no one would challenge her about what she’d said. Even thinking about it now, Laura’s stomach twisted uncomfortably. Over the years, she had found her life went more smoothly when she didn’t draw attention to herself.

      “Laura?”

      Turning, she found her mother hurrying out the door, clutching a bundle of ledgers against her chest. Her cheeks were flushed, hopefully from the warmth of the meeting room, and strands of silver hair escaped her bun.

      “Why did you leave?” her mother asked, her breathing rapid. “You spoke very well in there.”

      Laura dropped her gaze, her face warming. “I wasn’t trying to cause trouble.”

      “Oh honey, you didn’t.” Her mother gave her a quick hug, almost dropping one of the books in the process. Once Laura had it settled back on top of the stack again, her mother stated, “You provided them with information they needed to make an appropriate decision.”

      Laura didn’t argue, but experience had taught her that people didn’t always want the facts. And truth rarely smoothed things over. More often, it made people uncomfortable and sometimes angry. She had certainly been called a know-it-all too many times, even by her late husband.

      “Do you need help to carry those home?” she asked.

      “I have these,” Abe Vosburg, former town sheriff and now Laura’s stepfather, said, stepping up and taking the ledgers. “You should have let me carry these out for you, sweetheart.”

      The intense look of love the older couple shared made Laura glance away. Had she ever looked at Frank that way? She couldn’t remember, but she knew he hadn’t at her, though she had known he loved her.

      “Laura, you should head on back to the ranch before it gets dark,” Abe suggested. “Would you like us to follow?”

      “I will be fine.” She found his kind concern touching. He had recently celebrated his sixtieth birthday and never wed until her mother. It was darling to see how attentive he was to her and to watch him go from lifetime bachelor to a father and grandfather, if only by marriage. “Mrs. Hamblin had my favorite cowhand drive me.”

      “Willie?” Her mother suddenly glanced around.

      “There he is.” Laura pointed to her younger brother, who was striding toward them from the Mercantile.

      Following their mother to Lilac City when she had accepted the offer to act as housekeeper for the new doctor had been a blessing. Especially for Willie. He was like a different person here, no longer lost and unruly.

      Laura glanced down the dusky street. A few townsfolk lingered outside, bundled against the chill. While she loved how quickly and vividly the trees were changing colors here, she had lived most of her life in the milder California climate. Adjusting to the cold of the coming winter would be difficult.

      Movement inside the hotel room she’d just left caught her eye. Men and women, some dressed in simple clothing while others in their Sunday best, dined, while some of the members of the Ladies’ Improvement Society lingered while others headed for the door.

      Near the window, slightly apart from the others, Mr. Lowell stood, his expression thoughtful.

      Unexpectedly, Laura’s heart gave a tiny jump, like it did when she noticed an attractive man. And she hadn’t experienced that since she and Frank had been courting. In this town where the men outnumbered women nearly four to one, she didn’t need to notice another. But somehow, whenever Mr. Lowell was within sight, he always drew her attention.

      Now he watched the surrounding people, his arms folded loosely across his chest. His expression gave neither approval nor censure at what he was seeing. But she sensed that he was seeing them. As he had seen her at the meeting.

      Something about it unsettled her, though she couldn’t think why. Laura had noticed how he worked to give a neutral appearance, which likely came from being a lawyer. But there was also a sense of isolation about him.

      She could understand that, since she sometimes felt it too. Her mother worried about her, but she didn’t want to stand in the way of her mother’s new happiness. Laura was an adult, not a child. She could stand on her own and care for herself and her two children.

      But what about Mr. Lowell made her think he was lonely too? He had family and friends here. That she found him intriguing was not something she needed, and it rubbed against places inside her she didn’t want touched.

      “Mrs. Hamblin will be eager to hear about the meeting,” she said to her brother as she wrapped the shawl tighter around her shoulders.

      “You should speak out more.” Her mother gave Laura a quick embrace. “You don’t have to stay invisible here.”

      Smiling, she said nothing. While staying invisible to people wasn’t her preference, she had found it necessary to be safe.

      “Let’s get you home then. Bye, Ma.” Willie hugged their mother and extended a hand to Abe. “Good night.”

      He then guided her down the steps and toward the livery, where he had left one of the ranch’s buggies. As they drove back to the Lucky L, and at her brother’s prodding, she told him about the meeting.

      Warmth flushed through her body, and a bit of hope bloomed in Laura’s chest. She had spoken in the meeting. And the people had listened to her.

      Not even her lingering fears, nor the memory of a husband who had frequently dismissed her comments, could take that away from her.

      Maybe her mother was right. Maybe Lilac City could be a new beginning, even for Laura.
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      The notes of the grand piano spilled into the crisp afternoon air before Edgar even stepped inside the main hall of the Lucky L Ranch. Frances was playing again. Every time he heard her, it surprised him. She was, quite simply, the most gifted pianist he had ever heard.

      And she had turned into an unexpected friend. Feisty, no-nonsense, and headstrong, this Lancaster sister was the one who had most unsettled his expectations. Now Mrs. Reynolds, she had surprised them all. For one strange moment last winter, she might have become Mrs. Lowell instead, if he hadn’t been blindsided by her blunt marriage proposal and her need to secure an inheritance.

      He didn’t begrudge Nick, who had immediately offered to help. The two of them were clearly in love, and truthfully, Edgar and Frances would likely have killed each other if they had wed. Even temporarily. It was a sharp reminder that being alone wasn’t the worst outcome. Being married to the wrong person was. As his late mother could have testified to.

      He followed Mrs. Teague, whom he had driven to the ranch, into the parlor. She had chatted cheerfully during the ride about the Christmas Fair, last year’s success, and hopes for this year’s expanded turnout.

      Inside the front parlor, Frances sat at the gleaming piano, head bowed over the keys, her fingers dancing through the final notes of something Edgar thought might be Liszt. Without pause, she launched into the playful chorus of “Hello! Ma Baby,” singing as she played.

      Edgar, who had sung in a college a cappella group, couldn’t resist adding the bass line.

      
        
        Send me a kiss by wire.

        Baby, my heart’s on fire.

      

      

      Nick burst into the room with a grin, joining in with his rich baritone.

      
        
        If you refuse me,

        honey, you’ll lose me

        Then you’ll be left alone

        Oh baby, telephone

        and tell me that you’re mine.

      

      

      “Oh, my goodness! You sound wonderful together,” cried Mrs. Teague, clapping her hands, her eyes bright with excitement. “What we need now is an alto to complete the quartet.”

      “Where’s Mrs. Stanton?” Frances asked, turning to her husband. “I heard her harmonizing in church one Sunday. She has nearly perfect pitch.”

      Edgar’s pulse quickened at the mention of the young widow, and he had to force himself not to glance around for her.

      “She’s putting her little ones down for a nap,” Nick replied, already striding away. “I’ll go find her.”

      Mrs. Teague unbuttoned her coat as she turned to Edgar. “I hear there’s a new guest staying at the Circle B. Someone named Garrison. Perhaps he sings? But how did I not know our resident prosecutor could carry a tune?”

      He stepped forward to help her out of her coat. “I sang with a quartet in college. Not much call for it in a courtroom.”

      He hung her coat in the entry and added his overcoat to the hook. A creak from the staircase drew his attention.

      Judith.

      Her hand tight on the rail, she was descending slowly. Though still too thin, her cheeks showed a hint of color, which was encouraging.

      “Juicy, what are you doing?” he asked, using the nickname Marshall had given her as a child. Edgar hurried up the stairs. “You should be in bed.”

      “I had to see who was making that wonderful music.” With a sly smile, she raised her arms toward him and commanded, “Carry me into the parlor.”

      “Luke is going to kill me,” he muttered, lifting her into his arms. His muscles burned a little from the unaccustomed strain.

      “And I’ll kill you if you don’t.” But she rested her head on his shoulder, a sign she had already overtaxed herself.

      He chuckled anyway. If she could sass him like Frances, Judith was clearly feeling better. Outwardly, the two women couldn’t have been more different, but both had steel inside.

      “I’ve kept everything down today,” Judith announced proudly.

      “From what I’ve heard, that’s quite the victory.” He carried her to the chair closest to the fire and gently set her down.

      “Oh, Judith, you finally look better, you poor dear,” Mrs. Teague said, rushing to kiss her cheek. “I was like that with my first baby too. It was so bad I was laid flat on my back for weeks. But it wasn’t nearly so bad with my next ones.”

      Judith winced, and Edgar didn’t blame her. Thinking about another pregnancy when she was barely getting over the worst part was likely the last thing she wanted.

      He retrieved the box of ledgers Mrs. Teague had brought and placed it between her chair and Judith’s.

      From the hallway, Nick’s calm voice drifted in. “Yes, they’re waiting for you in the parlor.”

      Edgar stepped to the parlor doorway and peeked around the corner. Laura stood a few feet away, hesitant. Her posture was wary, like a colt ready to bolt. Nick said nothing more, simply gave her a quiet smile.

      When she saw Edgar watching, her cheeks flushed, and she straightened, the unease smoothing from her shoulders. But her eyes... There was always a flicker in her eyes that wakened his instincts to protect. A spark of quiet suffering that didn’t belong in someone so young.

      He didn’t think it came from her mother. So, what had happened to Laura Stanton?
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        * * *

      

      Laura had barely closed the bedroom door to the room she shared with her children. Arthur and Rosalind had finally fallen asleep, so she could get back to her work. The cook usually kept them under her watchful eye, letting them play in a corner, but some days, the children were clingy and wanted their mama.

      The sound of footsteps on the stairs made her turn quickly, a silencing finger on her lips. Her eyes widened when she saw one of her bosses, Nick. He shot a knowing glance at the door and grinned, then jerked his head to show she should come with him.

      Had someone complained about the maid with two little children clinging to her? But he didn’t look upset. His easy smile and unhurried manner helped settle her nerves.

      She envied people like Nick and Frances, who could step into any room and belong without having to be invited twice. That hadn’t been Laura since she started school.

      Nick waited until they had nearly reached the front parlor to speak. “We’re forming a quartet,” he said in his Texas drawl, as casually as if commenting on the weather. “Frances said you have a beautiful alto voice.”

      Laura must have misheard. He wanted her to sing? In a quartet? In public?

      A wave of dizziness made her sway, but Nick gently clasped her arm to steady her.

      “It ain’t like you would be singing alone. We’ll be with you, and Frances will sing the soprano part, and we all know they get all the attention, them and the deep voices like Edgar’s. Mrs. Teague said she’s heard you too, and Judith is downright excited about it.” He leaned a little closer, his voice turning concerned. “This is the first thing Judith has shown interest in since she started increasing. She actually tried coming down the stairs to see who was singing.”

      Laura remembered all too well those early weeks of pregnancy when everything seemed to turn her stomach. Even the fragrance of her favorite soap had made her queasy. And she hadn’t been violently ill like Mrs. Hamblin.

      “We need you,” Nick said simply.

      “But I...” Laura clenched her icy hands. “I don’t know if I can sing in front of people.”

      “Then don’t think about singing before a crowd. Consider it rendering a service.” Nick gave her a sympathetic grin. “I like to start with the Lord, because it always helps me end with courage.”

      She gave him a skeptical look. “When are people like you ever afraid?”

      “Plenty of times.” His expression turned sober. “Especially when that man tried to kill Frances.”

      Laura gasped.

      “Don’t worry. I took a bullet for her and won her heart.” His grin turned cheeky. “Put in that perspective, singing in front of a few folks ain’t so bad, is it?”

      She numbly shook her head.

      “They’re waiting in the parlor,” he said gently.

      Resigned, Laura looked up and found Mr. Lowell watching them. How long had he been standing there? Had he heard her admit she was afraid?

      “I hope you’ll join us,” he said, giving her an encouraging wave.

      “What’s taking so long?” Frances asked, stepping beside him. When she saw Laura, she grinned and strode over.

      “Did your husband truly take a bullet for you?” Laura blurted and then covered her mouth.

      Frances shot a mock glare at her husband. “You aren’t boring her with that story, are you?” But then she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

      Mr. Lowell beckoned again. “Come on. They might be awhile.”

      “Oh, we will not,” Frances called, dragging Nick behind her.

      Laura allowed Mr. Lowell to guide her into the parlor, where Mrs. Hamblin sat near the fire.

      “Don’t be shy, Mrs. Stanton,” she said. “I’m told you have a beautiful voice, and I thoroughly enjoyed hearing these three singers.” Mrs. Hamblin turned a fond gaze on Mr. Lowell. “I forgot you sang in college, Edgar.”

      “A lot has happened to both of us since then.” He waved it off casually, but Laura noticed how his arm stiffened on her back.

      As much as she wanted to retreat, she stayed. Nick was correct that this was the most enthusiasm Mrs. Hamblin had showed in weeks.

      Frances sat at the piano, Nick beside her.

      “It gets easier the more you do it,” Mr. Lowell assured Laura.

      “If you promise,” she muttered, dropping her hand from his arm.

      He grinned and then winked at Laura. Then he said to Frances, “I remember my notes, but Mrs. Stanton might not.”

      “What song is it?” she asked. When Frances named the title, Laura relaxed a little. “I know the alto part.”

      “By heart?” Mrs. Hamblin asked, sounding surprised.

      Laura nodded, glancing at Mr. Lowell, worried he might say something about her exceptional memory. He didn’t.

      Frances played the opening notes, her fingers fairly dancing across the keys, the tempo faster than the tune was usually sung. Was this a test? Laura had faced so many of them over the years.

      Then Frances played only their opening notes. One by one, they joined in. Laura sang tentatively at first, but their voices blended well. They sang the full piece, and Frances led them through the final note with precision.

      At a nod from her, they went through it again, with Laura focusing her attention on the window outside and not the ladies seated by the fire. When they came to the end of the chorus, she shifted her gaze to Frances for direction. She held up one hand for them to stretch out the last note. Then she snapped her fingers shut, and the four of them immediately stopped.

      Laura stood, stunned at the thrill of excitement at having been part of it. A moment of silence followed, then applause. Mrs. Teague clapped her hands. Judith beamed.

      “I told you,” Frances crowed gleefully.

      Laura allowed herself a small smile, warmth spreading through her. It hadn’t been as terrifying as she’d feared, though it would be different in front of a larger gathering.

      Mrs. Teague let out a happy sigh. “I am so pleased to have a vocal group for the Christmas Fair. Besides the children’s choir, of course. And with Judith able to join us for a while, we must get to our plans before we tax her strength.”

      Frances closed the piano’s fallboard and gestured toward the seats.

      “I have work to do, so I’ll leave y’all to it,” Mr. Reynolds said. He kissed his wife and strode from the parlor.

      Laura moved toward the door, thinking to slip out and get back to her own work.

      “No. Mrs. Stanton,” Mr. Lowell said, “we need you for this too.” He stepped to a nearby table and removed what appeared to be a leather-bound minute book. After taking the seat, he glanced at her and tilted his head, indicating she should sit in the one beside him.

      She glanced at Mrs. Hamblin, expecting her to instruct Laura to return to her duties. Instead, she also nodded at the chair.

      “Frances, will you fetch one of the small tables so she can work comfortably?” Mrs. Hamblin asked.

      “Sure.” Frances gave Laura a wink as she moved to obey.

      Before she knew it, Laura was seated between Mr. Lowell and Mrs. Teague, the book before them.

      Laura wiped her hands on her apron to settle her nerves, then opened the book. Her memory retrieved the information as though it was simply flowers she had pressed into a book. She recalled not only the words but the layout on the page, the ink smudge.

      As the others discussed the budget for the raffle booth, Laura pointed to an entry in the middle of the page.

      “I believe this expense may have been listed twice,” she said, choosing her words with care. “Here, it’s listed under raffle prizes, while the same amount is logged for the same date but under miscellaneous.”

      Mrs. Teague, who must have been listening, leaned closer. “Oh, yes. I remember that ink blot. My littlest grabbed my sleeve and caused it. She was just coming down with the croup, and it was several days before I could get back to this. I must have logged the expense a second time. I’m so sorry.”

      “Have no fear, Mrs. Teague. There’s no harm done,” Edgar assured her, his voice smooth and placating at the woman’s obvious distress. “It helps us understand what happened.”

      Laura could feel when his gaze shifted to her, and she kept her focus on the book, waiting for the criticism.

      When Mrs. Hamblin asked Mrs. Teague a question, Mr. Lowell leaned closer to Laura.

      “You remembered the ink blot?” he asked softly.

      “I remember everything I read.” Laura tried to shrug it off like it was something everyone could do, as though it meant nothing. She never knew how people would react if they found out about her ability. Frank had called it a nuisance and forbidden her from mentioning it.

      Mr. Lowell nodded, the corners of his mouth curving into a smile. “Now, that is a useful talent.”

      Surprised at the approval in his voice, she glanced at him. There was nothing patronizing in his expression.

      The tightness in her reserve eased the tiniest bit. Her ability might be a good thing. As he had said, useful.

      Perhaps being noticed was too. Today, Laura had made beautiful music with three talented people.

      Including that handsome Mr. Lowell.
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