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        July, 1887
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      Lily Talbot waited on the train platform while her lady’s maid, Monique, hastened toward what appeared to be an office to inquire about transport to the Frederick Hotel.

      She drew a deep breath, gazing around her.

      She couldn’t believe she had returned to a town she had once thought she would never see again.  Rooftops rose in the distance beyond the treetops, so many more than when she’d left twenty-five years ago and sworn she would never look back.

      So much for the vow she had made at seventeen, with tears streaming down her face and her heart breaking.

      Life had a strange way of bringing things full circle, and apprehension gripped her at what she might find…or not find.  Along with that vow, she had made no attempt over the years to discover if the infant son she’d left behind with strangers had thrived in Walker Creek or lay in the local cemetery—dear God, she prayed it wasn’t the latter!

      “Madame Talbot, there’s nobody here!” cried Monique, the trim Frenchwoman rushing back to her with alarm written all over her pretty face.  “Only a sign hanging on the door that says, ‘Be back after the wedding’!”  She gestured frantically at the large trunk, assorted other luggage, and hatboxes stacked beside Lily.  “What are we to do?”

      A wedding?  Lily imagined it must be an important one to leave the platform deserted—most likely much of the town in attendance!—and a glance toward the road confirmed there was no carriage, wagon, or horse in sight.  From her ostrich feather-topped hat to her elegant, green silk traveling dress and high-heeled ankle boots, she wasn’t attired at all for a stroll, but what other choice was there?  Sighing, she swept a loose deep brown tendril behind her ear.

      “We must walk to the hotel, Monique.  Once we get there we’ll send someone to pick up the luggage.”

      “Marcher?  Oh, no, Madame, if your doctor were here, he would say you must sit and wait for someone to return.  Look, there’s a bench outside the office—”

      “Dr. Buchanan isn’t here, and a good stretch of the legs might be just what we need after our long journey from San Francisco.  Stay here if you wish, but I’m going.”

      Lily did, too, ignoring Monique’s stunned gasp and using her crystal-knobbed parasol like a walking stick as she made her way to the steps leading down from the platform.

      In truth, she felt fatigued from getting little rest the past four days, a berth in the sleeping car, albeit first class, not conducive to a peaceful night’s sleep.  Even though she had crisscrossed the country in trains for years to attend her scheduled performances, she really didn’t enjoy traveling on the rails.  She longed for nothing more than a hot bath and a long nap so she might get her bearings before undertaking the task of discreetly finding out what had become of her son—oh, dear.

      Lily paused just beyond the platform and pressed her hand to her chest, which made Monique rush to her side and flutter around her like an anxious butterfly.

      “Mon Dieu, Madame, you see?  We should have sat down upon the bench and waited just as I suggested to you—”

      “I’m fine, Monique, just give me a moment.”  Lily took a deep breath and waited for the dull pain in the middle of her breastbone to pass, wondering what Dr. Horace Buchanan would say at that moment.  Her longtime physician hadn’t been pleased that she had hastily arranged a short tour of performances in Texas after he’d diagnosed her with a heart ailment, his ominous words to her a little over a month ago still ringing in her ears.

      “I can’t say if you have a half year left or maybe weeks, Lily, so it’s time to get your affairs in order.”

      That’s exactly why she had come to Walker Creek, though she hadn’t shared the real reason with anyone, not even Monique.  Something about hearing, “Get your affairs in order,” had spurred her into action and made her face the memories of the most painful period in her life after burying them deep inside for years.

      If her son was alive, she didn’t want to die without seeing him and telling him why she had abandoned him so long ago.  Truly, not because she hadn’t loved him.  Leaving him in the dark of night on the doctor’s doorstep had been the most difficult thing she had ever done.

      The pang in her heart now from a crushing sense of guilt, Lily handed Monique her parasol and drew out a delicate white hankie from her reticule so she could blot the sheen of perspiration from her face.

      “It’s so hot here, Madame,” Monique murmured, glancing around her with clear trepidation.  “Already I don’t like this Texas.”

      Lily gave a small laugh, grateful for a moment’s levity to help her tamp down the roiling emotions threatening to overwhelm her.  “It is hot, so all the more reason to be on our way.”

      Monique nodded and popped open the parasol to offer them some shade from the blazing sun.  Then she looped her arm through Lily’s so they might walk closely together, Lily grateful for her maid’s assistance.

      Thankfully it was only a short distance into town from the train platform, which Lily knew from walking along this same dirt road years ago.  Again she had to force down fresh emotion and tell herself firmly to stay focused on the matter at hand.  Together they made their way in companionable silence, though Monique still seemed jumpy as if expecting any moment to see a rattlesnake, coyote, or even hostile Indians.

      The Indians Lily had known in Gonzales, Texas, where she had been born and raised, hadn’t been hostile at all, but Monique burying her nose in a Western novel for much of their journey hadn’t helped matters.  To a twenty-three-year-old woman who had sailed from France earlier in the year and been employed by Lily as a lady’s maid for less than two months, and who had never traveled further east than California until now, Texas must seem strange, indeed.

      “Good, here’s Main Street,” Lily murmured with relief, blotting her forehead with the damp hankie.  The once plucky ostrich feather atop her hat had drooped in the heat and now tickled her right ear, her dress and ankle boots coated with a fine layer of dust.

      So much for appearing the fashionable actress pictured in the posters tacked here and there that heralded her performance at the local playhouse next Saturday night.  She wasn’t surprised that the wide street was deserted, too, and a tug on her arm made her look in the direction Monique was pointing.

      Carriages, buckboard wagons, and neighing horses clustered at one end of Main Street in front of a white clapboard church topped by a soaring steeple.

      “Be back after the wedding,” quipped Monique, who appeared as dusty and hot as Lily in her prim navy traveling dress and ruffled bonnet, wisps of auburn hair loosed from the once-neat chignon at her nape.  Yet when Monique glanced the other way, she suddenly brightened.  “Look there, Madame!  The Frederick Hotel!”

      True enough, the formidable four-story brick structure was only a block away, fresh relief surging through Lily.  Please may someone be there to greet them and show them at once to their reserved suite!

      She and Monique had no sooner crossed the street and stepped up onto the wooden plank sidewalk when church bells began to chime, which meant one thing.

      For whomever had just gotten married, the ceremony was finished, a glance over her shoulder confirming that fact to Lily as townspeople began to pour down the church steps.  Grateful for Monique still holding onto her arm, her fatigue only growing, Lily also guessed from the flurry of activity as they entered the impressive foyer that those same people were heading to the hotel for the wedding reception.

      “Look out, Madame!”

      Lily gasped as Monique pulled her out of the way just in time to avoid colliding with a young man balancing a tray filled with brimming crystal champagne glasses.  He threw them a sheepish look of apology, but kept right on going and disappeared into a spacious room that Lily saw was arranged with white-clothed tables topped with sparkling glassware, polished silver utensils, fine china, and lovely centerpieces of white roses and white magnolias.

      Savory aromas filled the air, too, of sizzling steak and garlicky roasted potatoes that made Lily’s mouth water, her stomach suddenly grumbling.  A five-tiered white wedding cake like those she’d seen in the finest San Francisco establishments graced a round table in the center of the room.

      Clearly whoever was hosting the lavish reception had spared no expense, and considering that most of the town must be invited, the hotel would soon be packed with the wedding party and their guests eager to celebrate.  Already she heard the rumble of carriages approaching, which made Lily move as quickly as she could to the marble-topped front desk where she rang a polished silver bell.

      Nothing.  No one answered the polite summons even as the activity in the hotel intensified, all the staff smiling and laughing while hurrying about their tasks as if truly pleased for whoever was the happy couple.  Meanwhile, Monique sighed with exasperation and glanced at Lily with concern.

      “You’re so pale, Madame—here, let me try!”  Monique picked up the bell and shook it hard.

      So hard that several hotel staff stopped in their tracks as if truly seeing them for the first time, though only one older man with a thin black moustache rushed forward.

      “Oh, my, forgive me, Miss Talbot—it is the Miss Lily Talbot, isn’t it?”

      “Oui, c’est Madame Talbot!” piped up Monique as she set the bell upon the counter with a decided thunk.  “My poor mistress and I walked from the train platform, monsieur—walked!  No one to help us!  No carriage to give us a ride in this Texas heat, quelle horreur!”

      “Monique, if you’d allow me,” Lily gently intervened, unable to suppress a smile at her maid’s indignant outburst, though she could see the man’s face had flushed red.  “Sir—forgive me, I didn’t get your name.”

      “Mr. Cranston, ma’am,” he said stiffly with a slight nod of his head.  “The manager of the Frederick Hotel.”

      “Yes, thank you, Mr. Cranston.  I can see how very busy you are.  If you’d simply have someone escort us to our rooms, we’ll be out of your way—”

      “Ah, Miss Talbot, that is what I wished to tell you,”—he glanced with affront at Monique—“if I’d been allowed to speak.  Your reservation is for Monday, and all the rooms are occupied by guests staying in town over the weekend for the wedding.”

      “Monday?”  Blinking at him in disbelief, Lily shook her head.  “No, no, that can’t be.  I distinctly mentioned in my telegraph that I would arrive today—Saturday.  I can understand with all the preparations for a wedding reception that things here have been very hectic, and perhaps the telegraph was overlooked—”

      “Cranston, is everything ready?” a masculine voice boomed from behind Lily, making her jump as the manager rushed out from behind the front desk.

      Lily spun around and so did Monique beside her, the high-ceilinged foyer suddenly made smaller by the sheer presence of the man who strode through the entrance as if he owned the hotel.

      “Absolutely, Mr. Walker, all is in readiness for the happy occasion!” Mr. Cranston assured him with great deference while Lily could but stare, she and Monique clearly forgotten.

      Tall, broad-shouldered, and more downright handsome than any gentleman had a right to be with his thick goldish-brown hair tinged with gray that told her Mr. Walker must be somewhere in his mid-forties.

      She took a step forward, the expert cut of his black three-piece suit telling her that he must be someone of stature in Walker Creek who might be able to help her rectify her awkward situation.  She opened her mouth to speak when suddenly his hazel eyes focused upon her with such astonishing intensity that she uttered barely a squeak, her face flushing with embarrassment.

      “My God, Cranston, is that the famed Lily Talbot gracing my hotel and you’ve neglected to introduce me?”

      “F-forgive me, Mr. Walker, yes, but we’re in a terrible fix.  You see, she’s arrived early—her reservation not until Monday, and we have no rooms left—”

      “Nonsense!” Caleb interrupted him, unable to take his eyes off the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen in his life…well, save for one.  Her dark blue eyes stared back at him with evident distress, which made him stride toward her at once and extend his hand.  “My apologies, Miss Talbot.  I’m Caleb Walker, the owner of this establishment and the proud host of an imminent wedding reception for a member of my family.  Now what’s this about your reservation?”

      “I-I don’t know what happened, truly,” she began, Caleb finding it hard not to stare at the lush red of her lips.  “I had originally planned on Monday, but sent another telegraph changing my reservation to today—oh, dear, I don’t know what we’re going to do and it’s been such a long journey.”

      As if snapping out of some strangely focused daze, Caleb noticed her disheveled and dusty appearance and the fatigue around her eyes and realized she must have walked all the way from the train platform to the hotel—the poor woman, walked!

      “Forgive me, Miss Talbot, come and sit down, please.”

      Caleb didn’t wait for an answer but gently took her arm and led her to a chair as the foyer began to fill with wedding guests, though not yet the bride and groom.  Joshua and Ingrid were no doubt still accepting well wishes on the church steps from everyone that had attended the wedding, which gave him a little bit of time to set things to rights.  She sat down with an audible sigh and looked up at him, Caleb standing next to her chair.

      “Mr. Walker, I’d be most grateful for a glass of water, and one for my lady’s maid, Monique, as well—”

      “Anything you want, Miss Talbot,” he said sincerely, noting again the fatigue tinging her flawless features as he gestured for Cranston, still hovering close by.  “Water, man, quick!”

      Her grateful smile warming him more deeply than he could have imagined possible, Caleb glanced toward the front desk, but saw no luggage.  Feeling like a dolt, he realized then, too, her things must be piled up on the platform, another lapse in hospitality that he intended to right as soon as possible.

      It seemed only an instant longer and the manager returned from the kitchen, but it was when Lily accepted the glass from the man, her hand visibly trembling, that Caleb took full command of the situation.  He gave her a moment to drink a few sips of water, her maid, too, and then he eased the glass from her fingers.

      “Miss Talbot, you may have my suite on the second floor.  I’d intended to stay the night for the festivities rather than return to my ranch, but it’s yours for as long as you need it.”

      “Oh, no, I couldn’t—oh!”

      He swept her up into his arms so suddenly that she stared at him wide-eyed, dumbstruck.  Her maid grabbed the parasol that had clattered to the floor and came running after them as he strode with her to the sweeping staircase.

      “No arguments, Miss Talbot, I insist.  I’ll have your luggage brought to you at once, and send up water for a hot bath.  A hot meal, too, for the both of you.  There are two bedrooms and a sitting room, which I hope will ensure your comfort.  If you’re feeling refreshed enough in a while, come and join us at the reception.  I’ll save a seat for you at my table.  Will you consider it?”
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