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As always, I love peering into the minds of my heroes and heroines. For this story, it is Rush Garrett and Lilah Parker. Lilah is the sister of Hallie Wells Jerome from book one, Cry of the West, and Rush served in the military with Hallie's second husband, Cooper Jerome. It has been twenty years since the sisters parted ways and Cooper wants nothing more than to make his wife happy. It is to this end that he hires Rush, a bounty hunter, to locate Lilah and deliver a letter from Hallie encouraging her to travel to Oregon for a visit.

The first meeting between Lilah and Rush is, shall we say, a mix up of personages; which was quite embarrassing for Lilah, but for me, great fun to write.

Over the course of this adventure from New Orleans to Oregon, with some stop offs neither Rush nor Lilah foresaw, I gave them obstacles to overcome, but also plenty of time to get to know each other. Of course, Lilah has built tall fences around her heart, but I have a feeling Rush may have the fortitude and compassion to scale those barriers. I also have the feeling it will not be an easy task.

Finally, heartfelt thanks to Damon Stafford, Rick Laws, and the friendly people at the Arizona Railway Museum in Chandler for taking time to answer my questions. Any factual errors are solely my responsibility. Research references are listed at the end of the book.

Enjoy the Rescue,

Verna Clay
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Prologue
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May, 1878

Hallie Jerome stood beside her husband, Cooper, and waved goodbye to Rush Garrett as he mounted his horse. Circling her arms around Cooper's waist, she said, "Thank you, love."

Cooper bent to kiss her cheek. "He'll find her, darlin'."

"Yes, he will. And we'll have the biggest celebration Oregon City has ever seen. It'll be so big we'll have to use the Pittance Orphanage to fit everyone inside." Hallie's voice trembled as she repeated, "Yes, he'll find my sister."
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​​​1:  Finding Lilah
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June, 1878

Lilah Parker lovingly folded one of her sister's precious letters and returned it to its envelope. Placing the post back with the stack already inside an ornate chest, she fingered a tear. How I miss you, Hallie.

Melancholia threatened to overwhelm her as she glanced around her beautifully appointed bedroom with its teak furniture and matching headboard imported from the Orient, the embossed lavender wallpaper from Europe, and the dark purple velvet draperies sewn by the finest seamstress in New Orleans. The affect was colorful, but elegant; bold, but tasteful. The room, however, gave her no pleasure. Years ago, her joy had waned along with her lust for life's adventures.

She exited her room and went in search of Mary, her housekeeper and cook. In the two months since Lilah and Mary had bid a tearful farewell to Vera, the former cook, Lilah had done her best to help with household chores. Vera's departure, a result of dwindling funds from Lilah's benefactor, still rankled.

What's to become of Mary and me? 

Finding Mary in the kitchen, she reached for a knife to help peel potatoes, but the woman who had become like a mother to her over the years, protested, "Honey, you go read that novel you started. I've got dinner taken care of."

Normally, Lilah would have helped anyway, but perhaps a good book would distract her from her morose thoughts. Settling onto the settee in the sitting room of her two story townhouse, she reached for her book on a nearby table, but ended up staring blankly into the empty hearth, fingering another tear.

Just as she had anticipated, her fading beauty had brought her to a crossroads. Now, at the age of thirty-eight, threads of gray hair were making an appearance and tiny lines creased the sides of her mouth and eyes; her shapely figure carried a few extra pounds. To the casual observer, she was just as lovely as she had always been, but to her benefactor, she was his aging mistress.

For the past fifteen years, Charles Karney had kept her in style, and she had been the envy of women in her profession. However, Charles had finally been charmed by another; a young, beautiful, and vivacious courtesan with golden hair and burnished skin, possibly the most exotic woman in New Orleans, and coveted by all the wealthy gentlemen who supported mistresses, often with the approval of their wives. Years ago, Charles had confided that his wife, a supporter and leader of the most renowned charities, knew of his relationship with Lilah and, in fact, encouraged him to satisfy his lust with another woman, rather than herself.

The fact that Charles was replacing her was not the reason for her anguish however, it was his request. How he could ask something so degrading was unbelievable. For fifteen years she had remained faithful to him, even during the fall and occupation of New Orleans by Union soldiers, and then throughout reconstruction, and now he wanted her to entertain a wealthy businessman just arrived from California whom he was trying to impress. She had not been misled by his use of the term "entertain." He wanted her to sleep with the stranger. The very thought brought bile to the back of her throat.

Of course, she could refuse, but Charles had sweetened the request with money, no doubt a calculation on his part after reducing her allowance substantially. He had said that if she chose to comply, he would give her a generous reward.

Over the years, Lilah had saved against the day of her removal, but the amount amassed would only support her and Mary for a couple of years if they did nothing. Earning her keep by finding another patron, sickened her, and because of her age, it would only be a short time before she was again replaced. She did not want to continue being a man's mistress, but she needed additional funds to establish herself as a seamstress. 

Lilah fingered her diamond necklace. From the beginning, Charles had made it clear that when their arrangement ended, most of the jewelry bestowed upon her was not hers to keep. After all, it was shrewd business practices that had made him so wealthy and influential in the first place. There were some pieces, however, that with uncharacteristic generosity, he had given without restriction; most notably when she had pleased him exceptionally well. Lilah was also shrewd and always clarified the ultimate ownership of the jewelry, mentally adding pieces that could be sold in emergencies.

The bottom line now, was that she needed all the money she could acquire, and when she'd asked Charles how much if she fulfilled his request, she had been staggered by his reply. Obviously, the gentleman he wanted her to "entertain" was very important to his financial empire.

Emotional anguish threatened to double Lilah over. She and Charles had developed a friendship throughout the years, so his request of her services for someone else, hurt beyond measure. She wanted to flat out refuse and deride him for his insensitivity. However, when considering the future for Mary and herself, she knew she would comply. After all, she was already a fallen woman. What did one more encounter matter. She would give herself to a stranger, accept the money Charles offered, and then leave her beautiful townhouse along with faithful Mary. After finding a simple cottage, they would live out their lives in loneliness, Mary, an aged widow who, at the age of twenty, had lost the love of her life to cholera after only two weeks of marriage, and she, a woman who would always wonder what her life could have been had she made different choices.

* * *
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RUSH GARRETT LIFTED his hand to knock on the elaborate door of the townhouse in a quiet community off the beaten path.

Of course it's on the outskirts; the woman is a rich man's mistress.

The door was opened by a large boned, harsh-faced, housekeeper wearing a white apron. Standing almost as tall as Rush's six-foot-two, she said, "May I help you?"

Rush removed his Stetson. "Yes, ma'am, I'm here to see Miss Lilah Parker."

The housekeeper stared at Rush with such animosity that he was taken aback. Before he could introduce himself, she said curtly, "Follow me," and started walking down the central hallway. She pointed at a hat rack. "You can stow your hat there." Rush did as requested and then followed the stiff-backed woman. His expectation was that he would be ushered into the library or sitting room, but she continued up a staircase at the rear. Following an upstairs hallway leading back toward the front of the house, she paused at a door and knocked three times before opening it.

"Please go in, sir," she said with evident hostility.

Rush lifted an eyebrow, nodded, and stepped past her into a bedroom. The housekeeper quietly shut the door.

Immediately, Rush's attention was drawn to a woman gazing out one of three tall windows overlooking the street. From behind, he admired her upswept honey colored hair with corkscrew curls teasing her graceful neck and bared shoulders. Her lavender dress hugged generous curves and he found himself comparing her to her tiny sister, Hallie. He almost laughed aloud. Whereas his friend's wife was thin and reed like, this woman, at least from behind, was luscious. She turned and Rush's breath whooshed from his chest. Lilah Parker was exotically beautiful with the body of a goddess; a well-endowed goddess.

For a second she seemed unnerved, but composed herself and stepped forward. "Welcome, sir. Please make yourself comfortable. Can I pour you a glass of wine, champagne, or something stronger?"

Rush wanted a shot of whiskey, but he said, "Ah, no ma'am. Thank you, though." He stepped farther into the room. The bed to his left was distracting and he wiped images from his mind. This was Hallie's sister and Cooper had hired him to find her and persuade her to come to Oregon for a visit.

The beauty stepped closer and Rush's brain felt like mush. He was just about to introduce himself when she stopped only a hairsbreadth from him. The top of her head reached the middle of his chest. She glanced upward. Now he had a close up of this stunning woman. He knew she was well into her thirties, and although her face was enhanced by women's paints, tiny lines could be seen at the corners of her eyes. Even so, to him, the lines only made her more desirable. Hers was the face of a woman who was anything but simpering. And although she lived in a lovely home, she did not give the impression of being spoiled. She seemed sure of herself, a woman who could hold her own in the world. Oddly, that fact increased her sensuality. However, he never mixed business with pleasure and he needed to reveal the reason for his presence.

Unexpectedly, she reached a hand to the stubble on his face and he stared into gray-green eyes so pale as to seem otherworldly. His gaze roamed her aristocratic bone structure and straight, thin nose. On this woman, a cute up-tilted nose would have been an atrocity.

Her hand moved from his face to the top button of his shirt, and was joined by her other hand. She said, "Would you like me to undress you?"

"Excuse me, ma'am?"

She sighed and her sweet breath distracted him. With nimble fingers, she unbuttoned his top button and moved to the next one. Although he still wore his duster, it did not detract her intent to undress him. Mesmerized, Rush lowered his lids to stare at her pink lips. When the top half of his shirt was unbuttoned, she slid her hands inside and caressed his upper body. For a second, he closed his eyes and wanted to give in to the craziness of the moment, but loyalty to his friends, as well as his gentlemanly instincts, would not allow it.

Lifting his hands, he grasped her wrists to still her movements. "Ma'am, I think you've confused me with someone else. My name is Rush Garrett and I've been hired by your brother-in-law, Cooper Jerome, and your sister, Hallie, to find you and bring you to Oregon."

The courtesan's eyes widened and she jerked her hands from inside his shirt at the same time she jumped backwards. Her foot caught on a throw rug and she started to topple. Rush grabbed her by the waist and jerked her forward, which brought her body flush against his, and he almost groaned as the lushness of her breasts molded to his lower chest. Lifting her hands, she pushed against him and backed away again.

Her voice sounded breathless and her lips trembled when she said, "I-I don't understand."

Patiently, Rush buttoned his shirt, and said, "I'm a friend of your brother-in-law. We served together as Northerners in the war, and, well, I'm sort of in the business of finding people, so he hired me to locate you." He reached into the pocket of his duster and retrieved an envelope. "This letter from your sister will explain everything." He stepped forward and the woman stepped backwards. Rather than approach her, he laid the letter on a nearby table.

"Ma'am, I'll just wait downstairs while you read it."
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​​​2:  Hallie's Letter
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Lilah watched the door close behind the cowboy. Her body trembled so violently she didn't know if she could make her legs move. Inhaling deeply, she stared at the letter for a long time. Finally, with tears clouding her vision, she forced herself toward the table. After another long pause, she lifted the letter and clutched it to her breast. She hadn't written her sister for over a year, and prior to that, she had only responded to Hallie's letters sporadically, always giving her return address as general delivery. She bit her quivering lip. It wasn't that she didn't want to write, it was that every time she did, she felt guilty for fabricating lies about her life. Her sister believed her to be a seamstress in a fashionable dress shop.

Placing her finger under the flap, she slowly broke the seal, and with a pounding heart, removed the letter written on Hallie's familiar stationary. Her legs went weak so she moved to her bed and sat on the edge.

By now, tears were dripping down her cheeks and she could barely make out Hallie's lovely handwriting.

My dearest sister Lilah,

If you are reading this letter, then my prayers have been answered. I have not received correspondence from you for so long that my mind wants to fear the worst. But I refuse to give in to those thoughts. It has been twenty years since we sold Pa and Ma's farm and went our separate ways. I pray that your life has been good. As for myself and Tim, we suffered great sorrow after Thomas's death, but the Good Lord sent us an honorable man to become my husband and Tim's father. These past twelve years of marriage to Cooper Jerome have filled my life with joy and given Tim two brothers and a sister. Maddie is ten years old and Beau is five. Cooper already had a son, and so Tim was blessed with an older brother named Jake.

Of course, you know these happenings because you used to respond to my letters. However, it is my pleasure to write these things again.

Now here is the crux of my letter, dearest sister. I miss you so much! And it is my greatest desire that we should laugh together again in this life. I know we shall reunite on the other side, but my heart yearns for you now.

Cooper, ever mindful of completing my happiness, knows that the one thing lacking is your sweet presence. So, Lilah, if Mr. Garrett delivers this letter to you, please, please, consider allowing him to accompany you to Oregon. He is an honest man and you will be safe under his protection. He will guard you with his life. Cooper served bravely with him in the war and I first made his acquaintance seven years ago when he came to Oregon to visit us.

Sweet Lilah, if you look closely, you will see that my tears have fallen on this page as testament to my great longing for our reunion. In closing, if you do not decide to come, I ask that you write a response that Mr. Garrett can bring with him upon his return to Oregon.

Of course, I refuse to believe anything but the happiest outcome of my plea. I shall see you soon, my precious baby sister.

All the love I have,

Hallie

Lilah caught her breath on a sob, her tears dripping and mingling with Hallie's tear stains. For a long time she stared at the words with blurred vision. In her heart of hearts, she wanted nothing more than to fulfill her sister's plea for a reunion, but her shame would not allow it.

Pouring water from a pitcher into a bowl, she dampened a cloth and blotted her face and eyes. Mr. Garrett was waiting for her reply. Mortification of her blatant behavior caused her to cringe and she berated herself for believing him to be the man sent by Charles.

Inhaling several times, she attempted to still her trembling. Reaching deep within herself for the courage to face Mr. Garrett, she smoothed some wayward curls, adjusted her dress, and pushed the words of her sister's letter to the back of her mind. She needed to apologize to Mr. Garrett and send him on his way. She would ask him to return on the morrow to receive the responsive letter she would write.

Holding her head high and her body regally, as she had been taught by a famous courtesan, she descended the staircase and walked to the sitting room. Pausing in the open doorway, she fortified herself and then said to Mr. Garrett's back. "I have read the letter, sir."

The cowboy turned from gazing above the hearth at a painting of a homey cottage set amidst tall pines that always reminded Lilah of her childhood home, and she felt her face flame when she remembered caressing his chest. Moving her gaze from Mr. Garrett's intent stare, she said with unfeigned contriteness, "I am truly sorry for what happened earlier. I...um...thought you were someone else...someone I had yet to meet." Oh God, that sounds terrible. "I mean, well...it's kind of...complicated." Lilah shifted her gaze to the floor and wished it would open and swallow her.

"Ma'am, you don't need to explain anything." The cowboy gestured toward the sofa, "Would you like to sit?"

"Oh, yes. I'm sorry; I should be asking that of you."

A sound from the doorway distracted Lilah and her guest. Mary said, "Ma'am, this post just came." She frowned at the cowboy as she handed a letter to her employer. Lilah realized that Mary still believed Mr. Garrett was the man Charles had sent for a night of pleasure, and she hastened to say, "Mary, this is Mr. Rush Garrett. He...he's a friend of my sister and brother-in-law." Her housekeeper's eyes rounded. Lilah set the letter aside and said quickly, "Will you please bring us some tea?"

"Of course, ma'am." Mary hurried from the room and Lilah wished she could go with her. Rush Garrett was too tall, too intense, and his gaze too observant. He waited for her to sit before settling into a chair across from her.

With an unsteady hand, she pushed a stray curl behind her ear. The silence was so thick she could feel its weight. Finally, she said, "I have read my sister's letter and her plea that I return to Oregon with you. I-I cannot leave. So I will write a responsive letter this evening and ask that you come again tomorrow to retrieve it for delivery upon your return to Oregon." Lilah had been staring at the floor while she spoke and now she lifted her lashes to peek at Mr. Garrett. His chestnut gaze bore a hole through her thin armor and she quickly looked back at the carpet.

Mr. Garrett spoke in a deep and gravely voice, "Miss Parker, I respectfully ask that you reconsider your decision. Of course, your sister will be overjoyed that you are safe, but it will not satisfy her desire to reunite with her only sibling. I can assure you that you will be safe in my care, and after your visit, I will escort you back to New Orleans. And if you are concerned about funds for your passage to Oregon, all your expenses have been taken care of."

Lilah lifted her lashes again and met Mr. Garrett's gaze straight on. "It is a most generous and tempting offer, but it's simply not possible for me to leave."

The sound of Mary's return halted further conversation and after she set the tea tray on the table between Lilah and Mr. Garrett, she poured the beverage without having to be asked. Lilah would thank her later for her sensitivity. Mary was a dear heart and knew all her secrets.
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​​​3:  Clash of Wills
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Rush lifted the tiny teacup and sipped. Most men of his acquaintance felt silly partaking of a woman's tea ritual, but he had been raised by a mother who had made etiquette a top priority. He felt as comfortable in a parlor as he did on the range. He studied the beautiful woman over the top of his cup.

Over the past fifteen years, his bounty hunting skills had been honed to include people reading. And if there was one thing he knew for sure, it was that Miss Lilah Parker wanted to see her sister. Her reason for refusing had yet to be explained, but he had a feeling it had something to do with her "occupation." According to Hallie and Cooper, she was a successful seamstress. His mouth twitched; there wasn't a seamstress alive who could afford a townhouse like this. A few well placed inquiries had enlightened him to the fact that she was mistress to a respected businessman and civic leader. However, judging by his encounter with her, she was conducting "business" on the side. He wondered if her benefactor was aware of that.

While she poured cream and sugar into her tea, Rush perused her face and body. Although still stunning, she had obviously been a rare beauty in her day. Her combination of fair hair, pale gray eyes, flawless complexion, and luscious body, was enough to drive any man to distraction. The fact that he had allowed her to believe he was her intended guest long enough for her to unbutton his shirt, proved just how distracted he'd been. Normally, he steered clear of such women, preferring occasional "distractions" with widows he'd come to know over his many years of traveling the country.

Lilah lifted her gaze to his while she daintily sipped her tea and his gut tightened. Damn, but her eyes are beautiful. Setting his cup on its saucer, he said, "Miss Parker, may I call you Lilah?"

"If you wish."

"Thank you. You should call me Rush."

She continued looking at him but did not respond.

He tapped his fingers on one knee. "I'll be leaving New Orleans in two days and it's not my intention to pry into your personal affairs, but I believe I must speak my mind because time is short."

Her gray eyes locked with his. "What is it you wish to say, Mr. Garrett?"

He barely smiled at her refusal to speak his first name, and then forged on. "Your sister informed me that you are a seamstress."

Her eyes rounded.

He continued, "Obviously, she does not know the truth of your profession."

Her eyes sparked, which morphed the gray to green. "You are impertinent, sir. I–"

He interrupted. "As I said, I'm leaving in two days and I do not have time for niceties. Your sister loves you. And knowing her and Cooper, I can assure you they will not turn their backs on you because you entertain men."

Lilah jumped to her feet, toppling her teacup. "I will not speak of this with you and I will not go to Oregon. By three o'clock tomorrow, I will have a letter ready for my sister that you may pick up before you leave."

Rush stared at the tea dripping from the table onto an expensive rug. With no attempt to right the cup, he slowly stood and met her anger straight on. "I'm staying at the Wellington Hotel. I repeat, 'your sister loves you'." He took two steps toward the door, paused, and turned. "I wish I had a family who loved me as much as yours loves you. Sometimes you don't know what you have until it's lost to you."

Rush watched Lilah's eyes darken before she said tightly, "Please leave, Mr. Garrett."

He nodded and walked from the room.

* * *
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AS SOON AS MR. GARRETT left the sitting room, Lilah's legs felt so weak she sank back onto the sofa. She feared the man's gaze had seen beyond her defenses and into the vulnerable places of her heart. Reaching for the toppled cup, she righted it just as Mary entered.

"The gentleman just left the house," said Mary. She saw the spilled tea. "Oh, dear, what has happened? Let me clean that up." She rushed from the room and returned with a cloth. Bending to the table she soaked up the tea and then began blotting the carpet. "Honey, I'm so sorry for bringing him to your room. I just assumed he was your gentleman caller. Please forgive–"

"Dearest, it's not your fault. I assumed the same thing. He...he was sent by my sister and her husband to find me and persuade me to return to Oregon with him."

Mary stopped mopping the floor. "Oh, Lilah, that's wonderful! I know how much you miss your sister and want to meet your niece and nephews."

Lilah's eyes rounded as she stared at her friend. "I can't go to Oregon! I haven't the courage to face my sister. She's an upstanding, sweet, and moral woman. I couldn't bear for her to find out that I've lied to her all these years about being a seamstress."

Mary made a clucking noise, showing her disapproval of Lilah's response. But before she could voice what she was thinking, Lilah lifted the letter delivered a few minutes earlier and asked, "Who delivered this?"

"A courier."

Lilah could see the intent on Mary's face to continue discussing Hallie, and said, "I don't want to talk about her right now." She opened the letter, read it, and tossed it back on the tray. "It's from Charles' friend explaining that business obligations have kept him away. He will arrive on Thursday."

Evidently still miffed, Mary lifted the tray and left the room.
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​​​4:  Brutus
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The night was darker than most but Lilah could still see very well, which was impossible. Her sister stood several feet in front of her. Lilah shouted with joy, "Hallie!"

Hallie stepped backwards.

Strange. Lilah stepped forward.

Suddenly, Hallie turned and ran. Lilah yelled her name again. Hallie paused, turned around, smiled sadly, and said, "Why have you always been so stubborn?"

Lilah gasped and reached a hand toward her sister, but she was running away. Sudden longing sent Lilah chasing after her, but whenever she was about to overtake Hallie, a mist arose and separated them, and when it dissipated, Hallie was again out of reach.

Now there were others running beside her sister, children and a tall cowboy. Lilah couldn't see their faces, but she knew beyond any doubt that they were Hallie's children and her husband. Longing for her family, so intense she sobbed and begged them to wait for her, clutched the core of her being and would not release the pain in her heart. Hallie turned again, as did those whose faces remained blurred, and said matter-of-factly, "Lilah, my sweet, for once in your life, please make the right choice."

Lilah gasped and jerked awake. The curtains in her bedroom billowed in a rare breeze and floated spookily, making her heart hammer. The nightmare had been so real that even now she relived the frustration of running after loved ones but never reaching them.

Climbing from her bed, she poured water from a pitcher into a bowl and dipped her hands in it to splash her face and arms before walking to the window and gazing at the empty street below. Her heart still raced. After a long time of deep breathing, she felt calm enough to return to bed. It wasn't until the wee hours of morning that she drifted back to sleep.

The following night she dreamed again. However, in this dream it was Hallie chasing her. Lilah wanted to stop running, but her feet refused to obey. The agonizing screams from Hallie begging her to wait, and her inability to control her own body, finally woke her with a sense of panic she had never experienced.

When, on the third night she awoke to another nightmare, she jumped from her bed, lit her oil lamp, and reached for Hallie's beseeching letter, holding it to her breast. Unable to squelch her desire for reunion any longer, she gave in to her deepest longing and determined that as soon as it was daylight, she would hire a coach to take her to the Wellington Hotel. She prayed that Mr. Garrett was still there.

As she had requested, he returned the day after their initial meeting, and although she refused to meet with him, he accepted the letter Mary handed him and said he would deliver it to Hallie.

Maybe he left right after receiving my letter and I've lost my opportunity.

Because coaches traveled her neighborhood less frequently than busier sections of town, it was mid morning before she was on her way to Mr. Garrett's hotel. Nervousness tied her stomach in knots and lodged a lump in her throat that she couldn't swallow. As soon as the coach stopped in front of the hotel, she impatiently opened the door and waited for the coachman to come around and lower the steps. Quickly handing him his fare and a reasonable tip, she rushed toward the hotel entrance. Inside the moderately nice accommodation, she paused for an instant to compose herself before approaching the clerk behind the polished counter.

"Excuse me, sir. I am here to see Mr. Rush Garrett. Would you please send one of your bell boys to his room to let him know he has a visitor?"

The clerk, a middle-aged gentleman, almost completely bald, with a clean shaven face and a hint of jowls, looked down his bespectacled nose and said, "Mr. Garrett checked out of the hotel over an hour ago."

Air rushed from Lilah's lungs and she sagged against the counter. She must have looked ill, because the haughty clerk suddenly seemed worried. "Ma'am, you're not going to faint, are you?" He glanced quickly around the lobby as if searching for someone to help in case she did.

Blinking rapidly, she replied, "Do you know where he went? I must see him about an urgent matter."

"Ma'am, I think he was on his way westward."

Lilah couldn't stop a groan.

"Ah, but, he might still be in the saloon. I saw him enter there after leaving the hotel. It's across the street." The clerk motioned toward the hotel's front windows where Lilah could see the words "Gabby's Saloon" painted in large block letters across the top of a freestanding building directly in front of the hotel.

Her lips trembled when she said, "Thank you."
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