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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “All right. You men go wash up.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Former agent,” Charles corrected.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Call me Abe. Everyone around here does.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      George blinked. “Why, yes.”

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

      “James mentioned a Charles Merrick.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “We lost Caroline last year.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Oh
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