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PRAISE FOR FAIR PLAY

    “[I] laughed so hard at their first full scene together I cried my mascara off.”

    —Deanna Raybourn, New York Times bestselling author of City of Jasmine

    “The glitter and excitement of the 1893 World's Fair—depicted in charming photographs interspersed with the text—is the colorful backdrop for Gist's novel, which pits a determined woman doctor and a Texas Ranger in a battle of wills that's brighter than any fairground fireworks. Gist delivers a lovely story brimming with touching emotions and carrying a message about love, commitment, and our duty to care for children that will resonate with readers”

    Romantic Times (four stars)

“Fair Play charms the heart and warms the soul. Deeanne Gist is an absolute treasure!”

—Teresa Medeiros, New York Times bestselling author

    “Gist seamlessly incorporates fascinating historical details about the 1893 World’s Fair and Chicago into Fair Play, which not only tugs at readers’ heartstrings but also shows how the seeds of the national playground movement were sown. Fans of both faith-based historical romance and historical fiction will be delighted with this entertaining addition to Christy Award–winning Gist’s World’s Fair trilogy.”

    —Booklist
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In Memory of Texas Ranger Captain John M. Wood with whom I had the privilege of visiting while researching this book.

He was ninety-nine years old and the oldest living Texas Ranger at the time. He shared with me stories of his childhood and his days as a Ranger. You are missed, John.
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Thank you, my friends, from the bottom of my heart.
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“Skirting around an enormous bronze lion flanking the entrance, the woman led Billy onto the grass and toward the north side of the building.”





CHAPTER

1
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Open those doors!” A woman in the new common-sense skirt shook her umbrella at a Chicago World’s Fair guard. The motion raised her eye-poppingly short hemline another six inches and revealed a bit of stocking above her navy gaiters.

Blocking the entrance to the International Convention of Woman’s Progress, a bearded guard crossed his arms and planted his legs wide. A wave of resentment swept through the wriggling mass of females stretching clear out to the street.

Eve was not the only woman to raise Cain, Billy thought, ducking and dodging her way through the sea of bonnets.

Still, she needed immediate admittance. That guard might not unbolt the doors for an apostle of modern bloomerism, but he’d open them for her. Dr. Billy Jack Tate. She held a seat on the speaking platform and had spent untold hours writing, rewriting, and practicing the address she would present to this Woman’s Congress.

“Excuse me, sir.” She waved a handkerchief above her head. “I’m Dr. Billy Jack Tate. I’m scheduled to speak in Columbus Hall and I need entrance immediately.”

Tall and unmovable in his blue-braided uniform, he glanced in her direction, then returned his attention to the crowd at large.

She narrowed her eyes. There was no way he could have missed her. Not in this gown. For though the bright spring day offered warmth and a promise of summer, the predominant color of gowns being worn to the Congress was drab brown. Except for hers. She’d allowed the dressmaker to talk her into a startling shade of green with vivid pink accents. A decision she’d second-guessed a thousand times.

Squeezing herself between tightly packed bodies, she pressed her way to the front like a pair of stockings in a wringer. “I say, sir. I need—”

A transom above the guard swung open and a head poked through. A head with mussed salt-and-pepper hair, a harassed-looking expression, and a body cut off from sight.

“The Hall is filled to capacity and more,” he shouted, then grabbed the windowsill, his shoulders bobbing. Taking a quick glance inside, he regained his balance on what must have been a ladder, then once again turned to them. “Admission will no longer be granted. I advise you to turn around and go home.”

Cries of protest covered Billy’s efforts to capture the man’s attention.

“Sir!” she called again. “I’m Dr. Billy Ja—”

Retreating like a frightened turtle, he slammed the transom shut. The guard widened his stance.

Another roar of disapproval rang from the women. Some raised their voices, others raised their fists.

Caught up in outrage, the dress reformer scrambled over the rope, her split skirt parting, before she started up the steps. “Move aside!”

Whipping a short broadsword from its scabbard, the guard held it in front of him.

The woman paused, her right foot on one step, her left on another. Billy tensed. The murmuring of the crowd tapered off.

The sword was supposed to be for ornamentation more than anything else, but it was well polished and, most likely, freshly sharpened.

“I’ve got a patrol wagon just beyond the copse to cart off the disorderly.” His voice was low, even, and full of conviction. “I’ve a force of guards that can be dispatched the moment I give the signal, and a swarm of the most efficient body of men ever assembled in the world will be here en masse. I strongly suggest you step down.”

A sparrow, unaware of the tension, flapped to a stop on the landing and chirped a greeting.

Billy eased her way to the front. Surely it wouldn’t come to bloodshed, but just in case . . .

“Come on, Martha,” a woman nearby coaxed. “Let’s try another entrance.”

Though the guard never took his eyes from the threat, Billy sensed he was aware of every movement around him. Chill bumps rushed up her spine. She dipped under the rope.

Crouching into a half squat, he tossed the sword to his other hand, formed a half circle with his arms, and darted his gaze between them.

“I’m Dr. Billy Jack Tate.” Her voice carried in the sudden quiet, similar to the way it traveled across the frozen pond at her sister’s place. She maintained a calm, reasonable tone. “I’m a surgeon and a speaker here at the Congress. We want no trouble.” She turned her attention to the woman called Martha. “I think we’d best do as he says. He’s given a pledge to follow orders and the orders are no one goes inside. We are not a bunch of barbaric men, but women. Women much too sensible and creative to resort to brute force.”

A long, tense moment crackled between them. Finally, the woman jerked up her chin and spun about. Again, she straddled the rope rather than ducking underneath.

The guard did not relax his posture, did not replace the sword in its scabbard, and did not remove the force of his gaze. “Step down.”

Billy offered him a calm smile. “I mean no threat. I really am a speaker and I really do need to slip inside. My address begins in”—she glanced at her watch pin—“thirty-eight minutes.”

“You’re no more a doctor than I am a housewife. Now step down.”

She bristled. “I most certainly am a doctor. I earned a medical degree from the University of Michigan, I’ve practiced in hospitals all across this country for the past seven years, I’m an expert on anatomy, and my speech is about being a woman in a man’s profession. Now, you step down or I’ll let the organizers of this Congress know just exactly who’s responsible for keeping me from addressing the thousands who are waiting to hear from me.”

With each qualification, his expression became more and more amused until, with her final threat, he emitted a short huff. At least he’d straightened and lowered his sword, though he hadn’t put it away. “I’ll hand it to you, miss. You’re quick on your feet. But you’re the one who said women were crafty, not me. Either way, I’m not one to be taken in by a pretty face.”

“Creative. I said we were creative, not crafty.”

He tucked the sword away. “Same thing. Now, go on. I’m not letting you or anybody else inside.”

She glanced at the door. “But I really am who I say I am.”

With a heavy sigh, he shooed her with his hands. “I mean it. You can either get yourself back on the other side of that rope or I’ll have Willie over there escort you to the patrol wagon. From there, you’ll go straight to the city jail. And Chicago’s is a particularly nasty one that doesn’t do a good job of separating the woman prisoners from the male ones.”

With a touch of unease, she glanced to the area he indicated with his head. Amidst millinery of all sizes and shapes, a rather burly man stood only a few steps away. He tipped his hat.

Lips tightening, she flounced back down the steps. She’d have to try another entrance. But the building was huge. By the time she shoved through the crowds and appealed to each guard, the slot for her address would be over and gone.

She should have allowed herself more time. But she hadn’t expected so many women, and she certainly never considered a building such as this would fill to capacity.

Before slipping underneath the rope, she looked back over her shoulder. “I’ll have your name—so I can tell the officials who barred my way.”

He gave a bow. “Peter Stracke. But everybody calls me Pete.” He gave her a wink.

She ducked under the rope. The women immediately forged a path for her. Mr. Stracke might not have believed her, but they did and they had the utmost respect for her.

She’d gone no more than ten yards when an old country woman grabbed her hand. “Doc?”

Billy nodded.

“I can get ya in.” She looked both ways, then leaned closer. “But it won’t be through no doors.”

Billy wasn’t sure which was more potent, the smell of the woman’s breath or the smell of her unwashed body. It wasn’t the woman’s fault, though. The importance of good hygiene was something those in Billy’s profession were in constant argument over. And though she felt she was in the right, she was very much in the minority.

She looked at her watch. Twenty-four minutes left. “Is it fast? Does it involve any guards?”

The woman smiled, more teeth missing than present. “Jus’ follow me.”

Skirting around an enormous bronze lion flanking the entrance, the woman led her onto the grass and toward the north side of the building. The farther they walked, the less congested it was until finally they reached the fringes of the crowd.

“Quick, over here.” Ducking beside a puny bush, the woman dropped to her knees and began to jiggle a cellar window.

Billy glanced behind them. No guards within sight, but several women watched unabashedly. With a growing smile, one of them corralled those around her, then directed them to turn their backs and form a human wall around Billy and her cohort.

The gesture warmed her heart. Women were a wonderful breed. Such a shame they didn’t run the country.

“There’s a nail loose.” The woman grunted, her entire body shaking as she continued to rattle the window.

Dropping down beside her, Billy tried not to think about the moist dirt beneath her knees. Better to arrive with a soiled skirt than not at all. Lining up her fingers along the opposite side of the frame, she pressed as hard as she could.

“That’s it.” The woman’s breath came in huffs. “I clean this place at night. I been tellin’ the menfolk about this window for months now, but they can’t be bothered with it.”

Without warning, the frame swung inward, crashing against the wall. The momentum slammed Billy into the stone wall above the opening. The rim of her hat wrenched its pins to an awkward angle and ripped the hair entwined by them.

Sucking in her breath, she pushed away. At least her hat had protected her face. If the brim hadn’t stopped her, she’d have likely broken her nose.

“Go on.” The woman waved her arm toward the window.

Ignoring the pain in her scalp, Billy considered her options. There was nothing for it but to lie full out on the ground and shimmy herself in. With a sigh, she flopped down and stretched her arms toward the opening. She was a quarter of the way through when she realized the window was level with the ceiling of the cellar.

She returned her hands to the opening and pulled herself backward. “I’m going to have to go feetfirst. It’s a good eight-foot drop to the floor.”

Entering feetfirst wasn’t nearly as easy as headfirst. The old woman grabbed Billy’s ankles and guided her feet through.

Raising up on her arms, Billy propelled herself as far toward the window as best she could, then collapsed to her tummy and lifted her hips. Like a worm she inched backward, her body making progress, her skirts and petticoats staying where they’d started.

Without too much effort, her pantalet-clad legs made it inside and dangled against the freezing-cold stone cellar wall. But her skirts were inside out, cocooning her upper body within their folds and inhibiting all progress.

“I’m stuck,” she called, sputtering against the fabric of her skirts.

Within seconds, all hands were on deck and bodily lowering her the rest of the way in.

“Wait!” she squeaked. “Slow down! My dress—it’s going to tear. And I’m . . . I’m going to fall!”

The women clutched her arms, their grips digging into tender flesh.

Billy lifted her head, the brim of her hat hitting the edge of the window. “Easy. Go as slow as you can.”

The rough wooden frame scraped against her midsection, tearing the delicate cotton of her corset cover. Her pantalets traveled up her legs, bunching at her thighs.

In an effort to see how far she was from the floor, she wiggled her feet. Nothing but open air.

They lowered her a bit more. Pain shot through her arms at the awkward angle.

“Wait,” she breathed. “Let go of my right arm.”

They released it. The pain in her left arm increased tenfold.

She pulled her free arm inside and steadied herself against the wall. “When I count to three. Ready? One . . . two . . . three.”

They let go. She hit ground almost immediately, then her knees gave. Between her tangled skirts and the unforgiving floor, it took her a moment to orient herself.

“Doc?” It was the old woman. “You all right?”

She took a mental catalog of all extremities. Other than weak knees and throbbing arms, everything seemed to be in working order. “Yes. Yes! I’m good. Thank you so much.”

Instead of a chorus of encouragement, she heard nothing. Complete silence. Eerie silence.

A drop of moisture from the ceiling plopped to the floor. Pushing the hair from her face, she straightened her hat and looked up at her comrades. Four faces peered through the window. All attention was focused on the opposite wall.

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Please, don’t let it be a rat. She hated rats.

“What is it?” she hissed.

They said nothing, their eyes wide.

Careful not to make any sudden moves, she drew her legs beneath her and straightened, inch by inch by inch.

Finally, she turned, then sucked in a breath.

The silhouette of a man—no, not a man, a guard. A guard with monstrously broad shoulders, a trim waist, a scabbard, and a pair of very muscular legs stood with one shoulder against the doorframe and one ankle crossed in front of the other, exposing a pair of cowpuncher boots.

He cocked his head. “Goin’ somewhere?”
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“I need to go upstairs. I’m scheduled to speak in Columbus Hall.”
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The hum of distant electric bulbs explained where the soft glow of light was coming from. Because it was behind him, she couldn’t make out more than his outline. And with her large brimmed hat, she felt sure he couldn’t see her face. But anything the shade of her hat didn’t reach would be easily discernible from his position.

Images flashed through her mind. Her boots breaking the barrier. Her body wriggling as she inchwormed her way inside. Her skirts not following as they should. Her pantalets traveling up her calves. Her pantalets bunching about her thighs. Her back end clearly delineated by her position. Her lower half swinging from the window as her toes sought out a firm foundation.

Heat rushed through her body. She wanted to drop through the floor, to lash out in anger, to shove him with her hands. Something. Following that, the urge to flee overwhelmed her.

She managed to resist them all. She’d long since learned how to hold her ground in front of men, regardless of how delicate the situation.

Whispers came from the opening, then a slam as someone wrenched the window closed.

He hadn’t moved, hadn’t even breathed, that she could tell.

She cast about for something to say. “How long have you been there?”

“Pretty much the whole time.”

She kept her arms to her sides, resisting the temptation to fidget. No weakness, she reminded herself. Show no weakness. Make him forget you’re a woman.

She swallowed. Not much chance of that happening.

“I heard the window crash open.” His Southern drawl had a gravelly sound to it. “I came right down to investigate.”

Investigate. Blood rushed to her cheeks. What would a man say at a time like this? “Why didn’t you help me? Surely you could see I needed some assistance.”

Lifting his chin, he scratched his jaw. “I wasn’t exactly sure what to grab.”

She needed to change the subject. Try and erase those images from his mind. But she’d been working with men long enough to know that those images wouldn’t easily erase.

“I need to go.”

He nodded. “Yes, you do.”

“No, I mean, I need to go upstairs. I’m scheduled to speak in Columbus Hall.”

“When?”

“Very shortly. I need to hurry.”

“Who are you?”

“That’s not important.” She wasn’t about to tell him who she was.

“Clearly it is important, or you wouldn’t be one of the speakers.”

“I’m nobody famous.”

He crossed his arms. “Well, that’s disappointing. It would have been a pretty big moment for me if I’d been able to say I’d seen, oh, I don’t know, Elizabeth Stanton’s trousers?”

“They’re pantalets, not trousers.” She could have bitten her tongue. Had she become so used to discussing sensitive topics with male colleagues and patients that she’d forgotten how to carry on properly outside of work?

“Pantalets, trousers.” He shrugged. “Whatever you want to call them, everyone knows you woman reformers wear them because you not only want to appropriate our clothing, but our power as well.” He gave her skirt a quick glance. “And though what you had on were less sturdy than what us men opt for, I can say with complete conviction that they were plenty powerful.”

His teasing tone was unmistakable. She was not amused. Her gown bore no resemblance to what a dress reformer would wear. She had no split skirt, no shortened hem, no drab colors. Every single thing she wore was feminine. Just because she was wearing bloomers and working in a man’s profession didn’t mean she wanted to be male. Usurping their power, however, was a different matter entirely.

Still, she wasn’t about to engage in a debate with him. She glanced at her watch pin. She couldn’t see it, of course, but maybe he didn’t know that. “I’m sorry, but if you’ll excuse me?”

She started toward him.

He pulled away from the frame, straightening to his full height. Good heavens. She’d heard one of the criteria for being a World’s Fair Columbian Guard was they had to be above a certain height, but this man . . . this man was a veritable giant. His head barely cleared the top of the doorframe.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you up there,” he said.

“I’m afraid I must insist.” She could see him trying to discern her features. She pulled the brim of her hat farther down.

Ordinarily, she’d have told him who she was. She was very proud of her medical degree. She could probably run academic circles around him. After all, how much brainpower could it take to be a guard? Probably not much. Only brawn. And of that, he had plenty.

“I’m quite determined to give my talk.” She used her stern voice. One she’d perfected in countless dealings with uncooperative patients. “If you throw me out, I’ll turn right around and come back in. You’ll spend the entire day traipsing up and down those stairs.”

Looking down, he brushed some loose gravel with the toe of his cowpuncher boot. “Tempting. Very tempting.”

She slid her eyes closed. She hadn’t meant it like that. “Please, Mr. . . . ?”

He touched the corner of his cap. “Scott. Hunter Scott of Houston, Texas. And you are?”

“Late for my appointment. Please step aside.”

“You don’t want me to know who you are, do you? Which makes me think that you’re either lying or you really are famous.”

“I’m not lying and I’m not famous. I’m late. And getting later.”

He tapped a finger against his trouser leg. “Columbus Hall, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I suppose it won’t hurt to walk you over there. If they’re expecting you, then all’s well. But if they’re not, then you’ll have to hoof it out of here.” He hesitated. “And don’t forget, you promised you’d come back in. And you can put money on the fact that I’ll be keeping a sharp eye on the cellar for any . . . unusual activity.”

Rather than respond, she shooed him back with her hands.

He offered his arm. She sailed past it and took her own self up the stairs.

It didn’t feel as good as she thought it would. He followed right behind, and try as she might, there was no way to keep her hips from swaying with each stair-step. She knew what he was thinking, what he was picturing. And he knew she knew.

When they finally made it to the ground floor and stepped into the corridor, the sound of ladies’ voices hit her as abruptly as the stone wall had hit her when the window flew open. Chatter and laughter ricocheted throughout the cavernous hallway, bouncing off the high roof and meshing together in a horrendous composition. In order to be heard above the melee, the women simply spoke louder.

The press of bodies was every bit as clogged as the gathering outside. Their combined warmth produced a moisture-laden potpourri of lavender, rose, and jasmine.

The officials were right. There really wasn’t room for admitting anyone else.

“Columbus Hall is toward the front.” Mr. Scott pointed a finger in a westerly direction.

She stared at the hem of his jacket. Thank goodness he was so tall. Her hat brim easily kept her face concealed from him.

“Come on,” he said.

Without giving her a choice, he grabbed hold of her arm. Not her elbow, as a gentleman might do, but her upper arm, as a policeman does when he’s hauling off a prisoner. She allowed the rough handling, though. Late as she was, she’d willingly sacrifice her pride as a means to an end.

He knew where Columbus Hall was. She didn’t. And he kept a half step in front of her, clearing a way for them by virtue of his impressive size. When they reached the doorway, however, she began to balk. A person had only one chance to make a first impression. Being dragged to the front like a criminal was not the impression she wanted to create.

“Thank you for your assistance, sir. You can let go now. I can manage on—”

“Scott!” The shout came from several yards down the hallway.

Mr. Scott whipped his head around while keeping a firm grip on her arm. His height allowed him to see over the heads and hats of all the ladies.

“Over here! Quickly!” The voice was decidedly male.

Mr. Scott homed in on the caller. “What is it?”

Though no answer was forthcoming, some type of signal must have been transmitted.

He frowned. “Can it wait? I have a . . .”

She lowered her chin, shielding her face.

“I have a situation here,” he said.

She rolled her eyes.

After what must have been another signal, he mumbled something under his breath and spun her toward him, bracketing both her arms. “I’ll be back. And when I am, you’d better be on that stage.”

She stared at his boots. They were covered with animal skin of some kind. Not crocodile. Something completely unfamiliar to her. “I’ll be there.”

“Go on, then.”

“Scott!” This summons more urgent than the last.

Without waiting to see if she complied, he released her and made his way through the throng. She’d expected him to plow through with no regard for those in his way. But he excused himself as he lightly took woman after woman by the shoulders and nudged them just enough so he could squeeze by.

She rubbed her arm. He’d not been nearly so gentle with her. Shaking herself, she glanced at her watch pin. Good heavens. Two o’clock exactly.

Pulling open the door, she balked. The auditorium was enormous and full to overflowing. It would take her several minutes to reach the platform. Perhaps she’d been too hasty in letting Mr. Scott get away. She glanced over her shoulder, but he’d already been absorbed by the crowd.
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“As president of the Board of Lady Managers and one of the four chief executives of the Chicago World’s Fair, Mrs. Palmer was arguably the most powerful woman in the world.”
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Hunter slipped into Columbus Hall, his eyes immediately drawn to the stage. Sure enough, there she was. Right at the lectern.

Though he wasn’t close enough to discern any features, he’d recognize that gown anywhere. Its lime-green skirt and bright-pink sash were like a tropical garden in the midst of dirt dauber nests. ’Course, what was underneath was mighty delectable, too.

“Men may be gathering at the World’s Columbian Exposition to admire one another’s innovations,” she said, her voice clear and carrying to the rapt crowd. “But since the dawn of history, women were the sources of all early inventions.”

He lifted his brows.

“In order to keep herself and her children from harm, she formed homes in the caves of the earth. She was the first to cultivate the soil, produce the crops, grind the grain, raise livestock, and dress the skins. She was the first to exert a healing influence and practice medicine. Man has but supplemented and improved upon woman’s original ideas.”

What a great bunch of tripe. Hadn’t these women ever heard of a fellow named Adam? But her audience absorbed every word. Gave a great cheer of pride. He scanned the room. Not a chair was empty. Not a spot unfilled.

To his left, plaster casts and models had been drafted as favorable perches by the more enterprising maidens. Two had even climbed to sit on each knee of a John Milton statue. That old-time reformer must surely be looking down from heaven with glee. He’d always gone against the current and he’d definitely liked the ladies. The younger, the better.

“Men believe it is unfeminine,” she continued, “even monstrous, for women to take a place beside them in their spheres of occupation. They claim we should be lovingly guarded and cherished within the sacred confines of our homes.”

No mistake about it, Hunter thought. Chivalry had been around for centuries. It elevated women to the highest pedestal. Why on God’s green earth wouldn’t they want to stay there?

“But what, I ask you, is to become of the unhappy women who are not living in ideal situations?” Her voice rose with conviction. “Who do not have a manly and loving arm to shield them? Who have been born to poverty? Whose husbands work in the most degrading industrial occupations, laboring as underpaid drudges? Whose men earn far less than what is needed to feed their families? Must these women sit by and watch while they and their children starve?”

Murmuring rumbled through the audience. Millinery quivered as its wearers shook their heads in denial. Shifting his weight, Hunter perused the packed room. There wasn’t enough bass or tenor in the entire place to stock even a country church choir. The only real showing of gentlemen was dignitaries up onstage sitting to the right of Miss Pantalets-Trousers.

They presided in large medieval-like thrones while the female notables sat to the left in modest, plain chairs. The sheep and the goats. Though at this point, he wasn’t sure which were which.

“No!” She gripped the edges of the lectern. “We have no desire to be helpless and dependent. We have full use of our faculties and rejoice in exercising them. There is nothing wrong with standing shoulder to shoulder with our men, supplementing and assisting them as true partners. Does this diminish our womanhood? Absolutely not. Nor does it diminish the manliness and strength of our husbands.”

Applause softened by gloves accompanied hundreds of waving handkerchiefs. He sure did feel sorry for Mr. Pantalets-Trousers. He couldn’t imagine being married to a working woman, no matter how delectable she was.

“Through education and training, we must prepare ourselves to meet whatever fate life may bring until our usefulness is demonstrated, fully understood, and acknowledged. Until we convince the world that ability is not a matter of sex.”

More applause and handkerchiefs. This time, even a few whistles.

“Venimus, vidimus, vicimus!” she shouted, raising her defiant fist in the air. “We came. We saw. We conquered!”

The women surged to their feet, their applause and whistles unrestrained.

An unsettling sensation in his stomach made it cramp up. Not again, he thought.

As he’d done for the past couple of weeks, he held his breath until it passed. Once it eased, he tried to tell himself it wouldn’t happen again. Yet each day his discomfort had grown exponentially. He returned his attention to the stage.

Miss Pantalets-Trousers stepped away from the lectern.

Opening the door, he backed out of the room, thanking the stars above that he lived in Texas, where the women were sensible, feminine, and full of Southern charm. He couldn’t wait until this six-month stint at the fair was over and he could get back to all he held dear.
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Flushed with pleasure, Billy moved toward the wings of the platform. Jennie Lozier, daughter to the woman who’d run for vice president of the United States back in ’81, rose and approached the lectern.

Just as Billy reached the steps, Mrs. Bertha Palmer stepped forward and took her elbow, drawing her toward a privacy area behind the stage.

Billy’s pulse kicked up. As president of the Board of Lady Managers and one of the four chief executives of the Chicago World’s Fair, Mrs. Palmer was arguably the most powerful woman in the world. For the first time ever, women were acting under a commission from Congress and stood equal to men in a great international enterprise. Mrs. Palmer was wealthy beyond imagination, too. All it took for a person—either male or female—to succeed was a nod of endorsement from her, but failure could be attained with the same ease.

Billy gave a surreptitious look at the woman’s elegant bonnet, her ribbon collaret, and the large puffed sleeves of her silk gown, all in subdued shades of mingled violet and green. Had Billy’s speech been too bold? Too forward? Too controversial? Or perhaps Mrs. Palmer had taken objection to the brightness of Billy’s skirt?

That thought led to her unorthodox entrance into the building. She missed a step. Surely Mrs. Palmer hadn’t heard? How could word have traveled from outside to inside and all the way up to the platform in such a short time?

She swallowed. She was at the International Convention of Woman’s Progress. If there was one thing women excelled at, it was the spreading of titillating tales.

Moisture beaded Billy’s hairline. How would she ever explain such shocking behavior?

“Are you feeling well, my dear?” Mrs. Palmer took Billy’s gloved hand into hers and gave it a pat. Her wavy blond hair framed a face with the barest hint of age. “You’re quite pale all of a sudden.”

“Am I?” she breathed. “Must be all the excitement.”

Mrs. Palmer patted her again, her brown eyes softening. “You did a fine job out there.”

Billy waited for the “But . . .” Yet it wasn’t forthcoming.

“Oh.” Gently withdrawing her hand, Billy stemmed the impulse to curtsy. “Thank you.”

“I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Of course.” Was this how the privileged couched dismissals? By saying they wanted you to do them a favor? As in, never darken their doorstep again?

“I know you’re working on a paper about germ theory for the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Chicago, and you’re establishing a private practice, but I was wondering if you could help me with something.”

Good heavens. If the woman knew that, then she knew Billy was writing the paper to pass the time as she waited, and waited, and waited for patients to notice her newly painted shingle. Painted on both sides, it was attached like a tail to a string of other doctors’ signs hanging at the corner drugstore. It had inspired only one call in five months.

She’d been warned no one would seek out a lady doctor when there were plenty of male ones around. She’d been advised to start up in a city she had connections in. And she’d been told she was crazy to go to Chicago, where she didn’t know a soul.

But she’d ignored them all, convinced Chicago was filled with unmarried women who were suffering—perhaps even dying—simply because they couldn’t force themselves to submit to an examination by a male doctor. Now, of course, she knew that though some did feel that way, they weren’t exactly flocking to her door.

And each day her savings and her optimism had waned a bit more. The only reason she’d been asked to speak today was because the woman doctor who was originally scheduled had become pregnant and suggested Billy take her place.

So here she was. Leading a charge for women to make their way in a man’s world when all she’d ever done for the seven years since she’d graduated was to work for men in St. Louis, Boston, Detroit, and Ann Arbor hospitals.

Now the game was up. Somehow the beautiful, smart, and influential Mrs. Palmer had discovered Billy was woefully unqualified to lead a charge of this kind. She wasn’t a dress reformer. She wasn’t a prohibitionist. She wasn’t a crusader.

She was simply a thirty-year-old woman bachelor who’d finally felt as if she had enough experience to step out on her own. To make her own way. To become her own boss. A woman who’d finally accepted what her mother had told her all along. No man would ever marry a hen medic.

“One of the doctors we commissioned for the Woman’s Building has typhoid fever,” Mrs. Palmer said.

Relief swept through Billy. Now, this she could do. “I’d be happy to take a look at her.”

The corners of Mrs. Palmer’s mouth lifted slightly. “Actually, what I’d really like you to do is step in and take her place.”

Billy’s lips parted. “In the Woman’s Building? At the fair?”

“That’s right. Within our building there is not one single thing made by the hand of man. Everything is by women. The architecture, the exhibits, the frescoes, the sculptures, the paintings, the tomes in the library, all of it. Why should our infirmary be any different?”

“The staff is female only?”

“It is.”

Excitement began to bubble up within her. “How often would you need me?”

“Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. From eleven o’clock to seven.”

It would mean being away from her “office” three days a week, but she wasn’t about to pass up an opportunity to practice. Especially not at the fair, where she was bound to make influential connections.

She held out her hand. “I’d be honored.”

Mrs. Palmer blinked, staring at Billy’s hand. Billy flushed. Women of Mrs. Palmer’s caliber did not shake hands the way men did.

Trying to recover, she moved the offending appendage to Mrs. Palmer’s arm and gave it a quick squeeze. “Thank you.”

“There is one more thing.”

“Yes?” Billy waited.

“I’ll need to know your fee.”

She suppressed a groan. She hated that question, never knowing what to charge or how to answer. If she charged too little, she ran the risk of devaluing herself and losing the respect of her clientele. If she charged too much, she might dissuade them altogether.

Seeking some neutral ground, she projected as nonchalant an air as she could. “Oh, the usual fee.”

Mrs. Palmer smiled. “Excellent. Then five dollars a day will be sufficient?”

Billy’s breath caught. Five dollars a day? A fortune! “Yes. That’s perfect.”

Hooking her hand in the crook of Billy’s arm, Mrs. Palmer turned them back toward Columbus Hall. “Wonderful. How quickly can you begin?”

“How soon do you need me?”

“Wednesday is two days away.”

Billy nodded. “Then two days it is.”
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“Billy placed a hand on her hat, lifted her chin, and squinted in order to see to the very top of Marshall Field’s new nine-story terra-cotta building.”
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Colonel Rice, commandant of the Columbian Guard, leaned his chair back on two legs, his shiny head offset by an impressive handlebar mustache. “You conducted yourself well at the Woman’s Congress, Scott.”

“Thank you, sir.” With feet apart, Hunter placed one hand behind his back, the other tucked his cap beneath his arm. Taking care to avoid eye contact, he stared at a hall tree behind the colonel. On its flattened cactus-like shape hung a gray wool coat and a black umbrella.

“Therefore,” Rice continued, “I’m going to pull you from the Administration Building and assign you to the Woman’s Building.”

Hunter hesitated. “The Woman’s Building, sir?”

“Your shift will start at nine o’clock in the morning. You’ll work four hours on. Four hours off. Then four hours on again.”

This shift was better than the evening one he’d been working, but the Woman’s Building? “Isn’t that just filled with a mess of gewgaws made by women, sir?”

“It doesn’t have anything like the model Treasury Building you’ve been guarding, if that’s what you mean.”

That’s exactly what he meant. He was a Texas Ranger. A member of the most elite force in not only his state, but in the entire country. When the colonel had recruited him for this six-month stint, Hunter had assumed he’d be protecting foreign kings, queens, princes, and other dignitaries attending the fair. At the very least, he’d expected to guard the most valuable exhibits, such as the African diamonds.

Hunter lowered his gaze to the colonel’s. “With respect, sir, are you sure that’s where my talents are best served?”

“The place is filled with art, jewels, and frippery on loan from the private collections of queens and princesses. I need a good man on it. Furthermore, the building is overrun with women. Bossy women. Women whom men might decide to put in their place.” He dropped his chair legs to the ground with a thunk. “I’ll not have that. Those women have worked long and hard and they’ve been sanctioned by Congress. I want it seen to that they are treated with the utmost respect and deference. Exactly the way you treated the ones at the Woman’s Convention.”

He hadn’t treated those women at the convention any differently than normal. Well, except for Miss Pantalets-Trousers. He’d not treated her with deference and respect. He’d thought about it. Thought about turning his back to her when it became apparent what was going to transpire, but he hadn’t. The lawman in him knew better. You never turned your back on a perpetrator. And somebody sneaking into the cellar was definitely a perpetrator. Female or no. Trousers or no.

Maybe he should tell the colonel about that. But he couldn’t, of course. Tales of that sort could ruin a woman, particularly when they were true. And as much as he didn’t want this assignment, he wasn’t willing to sacrifice a woman’s reputation over it.

So he held his tongue. The boys in Company A back home sure would have a laugh, though, if they discovered he’d taken leave from chasing desperadoes in Texas in order to guard and protect a bunch of lace and embroidery in Illinois.
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At the corner of Washington and Wabash, Billy placed a hand on her hat, lifted her chin, and squinted in order to see to the very top of Marshall Field’s new nine-story terra-cotta building. She tarried, letting her anticipation build as the rhythm of the city pulsed about her.

A high-stepping horse and carriage veered around a plodding workhorse and dray. A newsboy in patched-up britches trapped a stack of papers beneath his arm, the smell of fresh ink wafting on the breeze. “Ded’cation of Illinois Buildin’ at the Exposition! Time and schedule printed here!”

Steam whistles from the harbor one block over competed with those of the trains pouring in and out of Michigan Avenue’s depot. Cable cars and horsecars crisscrossed the roads, making requisite stops as men and women poured from them and headed straight for Marshall Field’s red-striped awnings.

Billy cherished every sound, every sight, every smell. Chicago was all the colors of the rainbow and it had been love at first sight. She’d only intended to stop in the city on her way back from a trip to Milwaukee. Instead, she’d taken one look and fallen head over heels. Before the first day was through, she’d rented an apartment and talked the landlady into letting her use the sitting room downstairs for her patients to wait in.

She sighed. One thing was certain, if she ever felt for a man what she felt for this city, she’d do the proposing herself.

Lifting her skirt, she looked in every direction, then darted across the boulevard, avoiding puddles, horse droppings, and moving vehicles. Field’s large show windows displayed summer gowns, though it was only May. Tempted as she was to flatten her nose against the plate glass, she contented herself with standing at a proper distance.

With the exorbitant salary she’d be making, she’d decided to celebrate her new position by indulging in the latest craze—shopping. And this time, instead of window gazing only, she could actually afford to go inside and purchase a ready-made gown. Her first ever.

She stepped beneath the ornate stone front of the store and into the five-story atrium. Had she walked into the Sistine Chapel, she couldn’t have been more in awe. Up, up, up the walls went, each floor sporting a gallery of shoppers who, if they’d simply taken the time, could have leaned over the balconies and observed all the activity on the ground floor.

The hum of chatter ebbed and flowed. A cash boy hurried across the marble floor, taking change from one counter to the next. An usher in a sharp, double-breasted suit stepped forward. “May I direct you to a particular department, miss?”

“I . . . I’m not sure.”

He smiled, though his prolific mustache hid his lips. “Your first time?”

“My first time inside.”

“Well, there’s a ribbon sale seven counters down, to the left. The carpet sweepers are also at a special price today, though they’re at the end of the middle aisle on the third floor.”

“I see.” Dazed, she glanced at the highly polished tables filled with silks and shoes, hats and handkerchiefs, parasols and gloves. All meticulously arranged, some folded with precision, others fanned out in artful displays.

“And the ready-made clothing?” she asked.

He indicated a section at the south end of the floor. “Right over there. Allow me to show you.”

“No, no. I’m fine. Thank you.” She spent the next two hours simply wandering through each department on the ground floor, weaving between the host of clerks and patrons swarming its aisles. The plethora of trinkets, stationery, jewelry, stockings, laces, hair combs, and trimmings overwhelmed her. And she’d yet to make it to the ready-made section, much less to any of the upper floors.

By the time she did, it wasn’t the gowns that drew her attention, but the undergarments. They were beautiful. Corset covers and chemisettes of fine cotton and silk teased the senses. Petticoats, combinations, and summer corsets were trimmed with the tiniest of stitches and delicate lace.

But it was a particular pair of pantalets that she studied the most. They were translucent. Were she to slip them on, the outline of her legs would be just discernible through the fabric. They were certainly nothing like the ones in the Montgomery Ward catalog, nor the coarse, cotton ones she’d sewn for herself.

Soft lacy ruffles trimmed the legs. Pastel-pink ribbon woven through crocheted bands separated the ruffles from the leggings.

Rubbing the cloth between her thumb and fingers, she wondered what that Columbian Guard would have thought of these. If he considered drawers scandalous, he’d have had the shock of his life to discover see-through ones.

She stifled a nervous giggle. Still, the pantalets held her entranced. She’d never gone to the time or expense of adding ribbons and frills to her lingerie. And she’d certainly never considered wearing transparent ones. Didn’t even know there was such a thing. What would be the point?

Yet now, her very plain, very ordinary drawers seemed bulky and awkward, chafing the skin beneath her skirts. How delicious it must feel to wear, just once, pantalets so fine and decidedly naughty.

“May I help you?”

Jumping, Billy snatched her hand back.

“They’re lovely, aren’t they?” The clerk couldn’t have been more than nineteen or twenty. Loose red tendrils curled about her temples and nape, while the length of her hair had been gathered and tied through a tortoiseshell ring. A subtle, flowery scent wafted about her. “As you might have guessed from our selection, all the old-time fabrics from the 1830s, when women wore lawns, dimity, and muslin, are again in vogue.”

“For undergarments, you mean?”

“For outer and undergarments.” Slipping her hands beneath the folded pantalets, the girl lifted them so Billy could again feel of their softness. “Some, like these, are of gossamer thinness, while others are heavier and more durable.”

For the next hour the girl took Billy from department to department, floor to floor, outfitting her from the inside out.

By the time Billy left, she’d spent much more money than she should have. Money she’d set aside as savings. Still, she couldn’t suppress her excitement. She would start her new job with a new gown, a new hat, new gloves, new stockings, and the most wicked undergarments she’d ever owned.
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“Billy couldn’t help but marvel at the size of the Woman’s Building.”
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Standing on tiptoe, Billy tried to see more of her new gown in the oval mirror above her washstand, but she could only glimpse the upper portion of the summery blue-striped bodice. She straightened the perky bow at its collar, then lowered her heels to the floor.

She loved bows. Always had. But she never wore them. Not when she was trying to compete in a man’s world.

Yet she’d be working in the Woman’s Building. Surely it would be all right to wear something feminine there. At least, that’s what she’d told herself yesterday when she’d purchased the gown. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

She picked up her watch pin from atop a traveling trunk. She was supposed to leave in ten minutes. After one last glance in the mirror, she yanked free the bow at her neck, pushed buttons through the holes along her back, and shucked off both bodice and skirt.

She wasn’t even sure she should wear one of her shirtwaists and skirts. They were so schoolmarmish. Perhaps she should wear a nursing uniform. A friend had outgrown one and offered it to Billy for when she’d one day have an office and a nurse to give it to.

Lifting the trunk lid, she dug down to the bottom and pulled the uniform out. It was white and feminine without being overly so. Its familiarity would most likely infuse confidence in patients who weren’t used to lady doctors.

By the time she’d changed, attached her chatelaine, and dropped her framed diploma into her satchel, she only had time to grab her hat. She’d have to put it on once she arrived.
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Threading her arm through the handle of her satchel, Billy couldn’t help but marvel at the size of the Woman’s Building. Imagine the entire thing being designed and stocked by women.

As she took in its caryatids and a group of sculptured figures standing on the roofline, she absently removed the long pins from her hat’s base and stuck them in her mouth. Round arches rested on Doric pilasters. An open balcony with grand Corinthian columns held a collection of visitors.

Finally, she remembered the time and picked up her pace. Balancing her hat atop her head, she hurried up the steps.

“You might want to slow down, miss.” The command in the man’s voice was unmistakable. So was his accent.

She stubbed her toe but continued toward him as if she hadn’t, refusing to accept what her mind was telling her. It couldn’t be. It simply couldn’t. Surely that voice belonged to some other person from the South. She kept her chin tucked as she worked on her hat, just in case.

“I’d hate for you to fall with those skewers in your mouth,” he continued.

There it was again. The accent. This time she caught a familiar gravelly sound in his voice. Her stomach jumped in revolt.

“I’m late,” she mumbled over the remaining pin in her mouth.

“Better late than becoming a patient in the infirmary you’re headed to.”

A surge of alarm rushed through her until she realized he hadn’t recognized her, but had recognized her uniform as one belonging to a nurse. She hoped.

In a bid for time and an excuse to keep her head tucked, she pulled the pin she’d just placed back out and repositioned it. “I’ll be careful.”

She reached the landing. And the door. And a pair of cowpuncher boots covered in an unidentifiable animal skin blocking her way. Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no.

She couldn’t look up. She simply couldn’t.

“All the same,” he said, “I insist you finish what you’re doing.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Yanking the last pin from her mouth, she poked the back of her hat as she tried to find a good spot to insert the pin. All she could think of was the new, wicked, gossamer pantalets brushing against her thighs, their delicate lace tickling her calves.

Her cheeks began to tingle. She should have worn her old ones. She’d feel much more fortified with the coarse, stiff, cotton drawers she’d sewn with her own two hands. She’d wear them tomorrow. And the day after that. And the day after that.

Again, those awful moments with him in the cellar sprang fresh in her mind. Though she’d tried not to think about it, tried not to picture what he’d seen as she’d shimmied through that window, she’d relived those moments over and over. The images simply would not be suppressed.

And as a doctor, she’d learned all there was to know about the workings of the human body. The workings of a man’s body. And she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that by dint of how he was knit together, those selfsame images were alive and well in his mind, too. And if he’d had a glimpse of her face, then the moment she looked up, those images would revive once again.

The pin was in. There was nothing left to do. It was time to pay the piper.
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“Stepping aside, Mr. Scott reached for the door, but she wasn’t about to let him open it for her. Lurching forward, she grabbed the heavy handle, hauled the door open, and sailed through, leaving the door for him to either catch or get knocked in the head with.”
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Deciding her best defense was offense, Billy tightened her lips and looked up, a challenge in her bearing. “Does that meet with your approval?”

His gaze touched her hair, her newly attached bonnet, and her eyes. His dark brown lingered on her light brown. “Yes, ma’am. It most surely does.”

Not a hint of recognition crossed his features.

Her lips parted. She couldn’t believe it. Her hat must have shadowed her face after all. And she didn’t have an accent, or a catch in her voice, or a pair of cowpuncher boots. Even her pantalets had been ordinary. At least they had been that day. And if he glimpsed the pair she now wore, he definitely wouldn’t recognize them. The ones from Marshall Field’s were nothing like the ones he’d seen.

Maybe she’d continue wearing them after all.

Lifting a brow, she decided to keep up her offensive in an effort to distract him, if nothing else. “Then make way. I’m needed inside.”

He schooled his features, but not quickly enough. She saw the flash of disdain at her directness. A look she’d become all too familiar with. Good. Keep him focused on something else. Anything else.

Stepping aside, he reached for the door, but she wasn’t about to let him open it for her. Lurching forward, she grabbed the heavy handle, hauled the door open, and sailed through, leaving the door for him to either catch or get knocked in the head with.

He must have caught it, for a stream of sunshine still splashed across the foyer. She scanned the area, focusing in on a side door with a discreet sign that read BUREAU OF PUBLIC COMFORT. If the infirmary wasn’t in there, they’d at least know where to direct her.

She hurried inside, then leaned back against the door, holding it closed. Her breath came in spurts. Her skin flashed hot, then cold. Her pantalets settled against her legs.

Gradually, she began to take in her surroundings. The Exposition had been quite proud of its Bureaus of Comfort. They were located in all the large buildings, in many of the state buildings, and in select spots throughout the grounds.

She’d read they were to be used as retiring rooms, free of charge. Some supposedly had barbershops, bootblacks, parcel rooms, and lunch counters. Others had telegraph offices, messenger services, lavatories, and stands selling necessities.

This one, however, was more of a parlor where families could rest from the fatigue of sightseeing. An impressive collection of oil paintings dominated the room along with an ornamental fireplace, a lady’s writing desk, and a postal box. For the moment no one was taking advantage of those or of the forest-green sofas and balloon-back chairs scattered about in cozy formations.

Directly opposite her was a large wooden door. She could hear no voices coming through the wall and there was no placard to indicate if it was the clinic.

She did not, however, want to go back into that foyer and risk running into Mr. Scott. Thank goodness she hadn’t given him her name the other day. Glancing at her watch, she cringed. Almost thirty minutes late.

Pushing herself away from the door, she approached the unmarked one and knocked.

A striking young woman in a nurse’s gown immediately answered it. After she glanced at Billy’s uniform, two lovely dimples blossomed. “Well, hello. I’m Nurse Findley. I didn’t realize I was going to have some help. Please, come in.”

Billy stepped across the threshold. “Actually, I’m Dr. Billy Jack Tate. I’m here to replace the doctor who contracted typhoid, I believe.”

Miss Findley’s cheeks filled with color, setting off her large blue eyes and flaxen hair. “I’m so sorry, doctor. I thought, I mean . . .” Her voice trailed away.

Billy smiled. “It’s my fault. I wasn’t sure what to wear, so I decided on this. What do the other doctors usually wear?”

“Mostly skirts and shirtwaists. Dr. Ashford’s already left for the day, though.”

“Yes, I’m terribly late. The cable car took much longer than I expected. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right. We’ve had a very quiet day.”

Billy glanced about her new home away from home. The small room, which was more like an office, led to yet another door. A simple flattop desk had been shoved against the wall to the left. Assorted vials and nursing instruments littered its surface and a cabinet above. In the corner sat a washstand complete with rags and piped-in water. A bar of Brag soap beside it gave off a clean, pleasant odor.

To the right, a grand curtain-top desk with a dozen pigeonholes and drawers drew her with magnetic force. Its upper shelf held Osler’s new Principles and Practice of Medicine, Avicenna’s Canon of Medicine, and Meigs’s Obstetrics. Running her fingers along the desktop, she pushed aside a stethoscope and fanned out Dr. Ashford’s notes, which appeared to have been written that morning.

The woman had treated a total of three patients. A young lady for faintness, another for hysterics, and an elderly gentlemen who simply needed a rest. Not much in the way of excitement, but Billy would enjoy it all the same.

“The surgery is right through here.” Nurse Findley opened the connecting door.

Entering, Billy inhaled the smell of carbolic acid, barely managing to keep from hugging herself and spinning like a bride in her first home. A long cot and invalid’s table sat in the center. Large glass cases lined the north and west walls.

Moving to the one closest to her, she opened one of its doors. An infinite variety of bandages made from gauze and oil silk lined several racks within its shelves. In the next, surgical instruments, cambric needles, syringes, timers, tongue blades, ear scoops, forceps, and every sort of thermometer.

She went from cabinet to cabinet, flinging open door after door. Anthropometric instruments. Enema equipment. Catgut ligatures. Bedpans. Plaster of paris. And knives.

This was what she’d wanted. What she’d dreamed of. A rolltop desk, a nurse for assistance, and an operating room. Except she wanted one all her own.

Propping her satchel on the cabinet, she began to rifle through it. “My diploma’s in here somewhere.”

When Billy slipped it out, Findley’s eyes widened.

“University of Michigan?” the nurse asked. “Why, you must have been the only woman there.”

“No, no. There were a scattering of women at UM, but only three of us were in their medical program.”

“I think we should hang it up.” Findley glanced about the room. “Right over there. We’ll take down the phrenology diagram and replace it with this. That way, the patients can see what a prestigious doctor we have in our clinic.”

Undeserved as it was, a flush of pleasure sped through Billy. She wasn’t prestigious. At least, not yet.

Covering her reaction, she lifted the lid of a large chest wedged into a corner. Flannel undergarments and an assortment of stockings had been stacked neatly inside. “What are these for?”

“Those are our hygienic clothes.” Findley straightened Billy’s diploma on the wall.

Billy looked again at the chest’s contents. She’d heard of hygienic clothing for children, but not for women. “Who are they for?”

Crossing the room, Findley reached inside the chest while Billy continued to hold the lid. “These ventilated corsets were designed by a Miss Franks of London and worn by British nurses, who then recommended them to their patients. But look at these.” She lifted a strange-looking shoe and held it aloft, much like the prince admiring Cinderella’s slipper. “They’re hygienic shoes.”
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