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      Marshall Breckinridge looked over the newspaper at his younger sister and prayed for strength not to strangle her. Judith glanced around the room with disdain. If she kept it up, he just might do it and claim insanity. Back in New York he wouldn’t have gotten away with it. These Wyoming judges tended to be a little more sympathetic. Mostly.

      He’d hoped, when she’d come to live with him, she’d serve as a hostess to give an air of refinement to his guest ranch. His clientele were usually wealthy men who wanted a taste of the cowboy life. Judith’s sophistication could have been a way for them to relax when they returned after a hard day of work. Instead, she was haughty and demeaning to them. After a month here, Marshall was ready to send her back.

      Today was the first day since her arrival that they hadn’t had guests with them for breakfast. The three “dudes” who were staying with them had left early to help Marshall’s men mend fence before the day got too hot.

      “Judith,” Marshall said, lowering his paper, “you’ve about outstayed your welcome.”

      At first it seemed like she hadn’t heard him until she turned her head and met his gaze with her cool one.

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying it’s different here than it was in New York⁠—”

      “As if that weren’t obvious.” She gave another one of her irritating and disdainful sniffs.

      “We work here, and if you’re going to live with me, you must work too.”

      Judith blinked at him as though he’d spoken a foreign language. He shouldn’t have been surprised by such a response. Their father was of the old-fashioned philosophy that work was beneath them. Which was ridiculous since Marshall’s grandfather had made his fortune in steel. He’d only quit working when he’d sold his company during the great consolidation. The family had then moved from Pennsylvania to New York.

      But Marshall remembered the old man’s work ethic and had grown up listening to his stories. It had given Marshall the idea to come out West to become a rancher. He’d wanted to work hard for what he had, and he was proud of what he’d accomplished.

      “Breckinridges don’t work.” Judith’s words were firm and condescending. She reminded Marshall of their father.

      “You could have fooled me.” Marshall put down the paper and lifted his hands to show the calluses on his palms.

      His sister’s only response was a sniff.

      That was it. He’d had enough. Marshall stood slowly to his full six feet. “I’m sending you back tomorrow. Pack your bags.” He turned to leave.

      “No, you can’t,” Judith cried, the first real emotion he’d heard since her arrival. He turned around and found she’d risen to her feet. “Please don’t send me away. I can’t bear to go back there to all those—” She snapped her mouth closed.

      What had happened to her back home? While here in Lilac City, Marshall had been sheltered from the full brunt of their father’s scandal. Judith had had to live through the whole thing. The disgrace had been so bad her fiancé had broken their engagement. Marshall felt sorry for her, and he didn’t know how to help. He could not, however, abide her terrible attitude and demeanor anymore.

      “I’ll allow you to stay—for now—but with conditions.” When she opened her mouth as though to argue, he held up a finger and arched his brows, saying, “You will remember you’re my hostess, and you will be pleasant to my guests. I need you to act as you would at any society function back home by making pleasant small talk with them and seeing after their needs.” Marshall raised a second finger. “You will attempt to become acquainted with other ladies in the area. I noticed you chatting with Miss Doris Lancaster. I believe you lent her a pattern.”

      Judith gave a sullen nod.

      “It would be good to pursue friendships with the two older sisters, though I’d suggest you steer clear of the youngest one as she seems a little wild.”

      His sister sniffed as though it was beneath her to even speak on something so obvious.

      “And I’ll start penalizing you every time you give one of those disdainful sniffs. I’d have thought your finishing school would have taught you better than that. At the very least, it’s unattractive. My guests do not appreciate being looked down upon. I’ll give you a month to bring yourself up to snuff, or I’ll send you back. Do I make myself clear?”

      “But what about Lydia and Florence? Don’t they need a woman’s influence?”

      “There is such a thing as a bad influence, Judith. I don’t wish my daughters to grow up to behave like you.” Marshall almost felt sorry for the crushed expression on his sister’s face, but he didn’t take back the words. Being kind had done nothing to change her behavior. He was finished playing nice. “Those are my requirements for you to stay. The choice is entirely yours, but I want to make it clear I will not hesitate to return you to that disaster in New York.”

      Judith blanched at the threat. “You want me to play nice with these uncouth and uneducated people.”

      Marshall met her haughty gaze with a flat look. His guests were hardly either of those. While the people in the area had come from many walks of life, most of them were good and decent people who worked hard for their livings.

      “I require you to show the decency every one of God’s creatures deserves. Just because we went to fancy schools and grew up in expensive homes doesn’t mean we’re better than they are. All you have to do is look at Father to know how true that is.”

      His sister didn’t even try to retort. Probably more than anyone besides their mother, Judith had suffered at their father’s downfall. More than once, Marshall had considered changing his name rather than be associated with a felon. He was sure his father hadn’t intended his actions to be graft, but his pursuit of the almighty dollar had gotten the better of him. Every once in a while, one of Marshall’s guests would mention the name. He’d gotten good at deflecting the conversations before anyone could ask if he had family connections. Was Judith doing the same?

      “Is that why you’re so rude to my guests?” he asked, his voice soft. “Are you trying to make sure they don’t ask questions about your name?”

      Judith’s chin trembled, and she wouldn’t look at him. Marshall gently took her hands.

      “Please look at me.”

      When she wouldn’t, he put a finger to her chin and lifted it. A tear ran from the corner of her eye. Where had the sweet little girl gone, who’d once found joy in everything? How much had their parents’ pressure on her to make a good marriage, a profitable connection, tainted her view on everything? What had she lost when their father had been taken from their home in handcuffs? Marshall had let her go too long without speaking of it.

      “Juicy, please.”

      At the use of the baby name she’d given herself because she couldn’t pronounce her name correctly, Judith met his gaze. Instead of the usual superiority and condescension in her eyes, he saw pain. Marshall pulled her into his arms, glad when she wrapped her arms around his waist. He held her while she cried.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “And what is this?” Doris Lancaster asked as she squatted down before the little boy. At five, Devon Teague had the adorable chubby cheeks and joy of life most youngsters his age did. He wasn’t the only child in her classroom who regularly brought her flowers.

      “I picked them just for you, teacher.”

      “He wants you to be his girl.”

      Doris glanced at twelve-year-old Hank Knox, her brows raised. “What did it mean when you brought me flowers yesterday? Do you want me to be your girl too?”

      The other boys hooted. Doris raised her hand and signaled for them to stop. It was the last day the older scholars would attend classes until the harvest was over. They were full of energy and anticipation for the time off from their studies. Though, it wouldn’t be free time as they’d need to help around their holdings, whether it be ranching or farming. Only the younger ones would attend for the final weeks of the school year.

      “It’s good to do nice things for people such as bringing them flowers.” Doris stood and accepted the small bouquet from little Devon. They’d become great friends on the train trip to Lilac City a few months ago. She looked at Hank and said, “You don’t have to be sweet on someone to do nice things for her. Do you ever bring your mother flowers?”

      He nodded. She knew his mother had been ill with scarlet fever during the winter and was still recovering. Doris had seen him picking some of the first flowers of the season.

      She liked the idea of creating school traditions. It might be fun to begin one of giving flowers. She’d ask Mrs. Teague, Devon’s mother, if they could order seeds. The children could help Doris maintain the flowerbeds.

      “I wish I could bring my mother flowers,” Lydia Breckinridge said, her young voice wistful.

      “I wish I could as well,” Doris said, taking the little girl’s hand. “I lost my mother when I was young too.”

      “Did you?” Florence Breckinridge was only eleven months older than Lydia and had taken on the role of protector for her younger sister.

      “Yes.” Doris glanced around the room, surprised as she looked at the young faces, to realize how many of them had lost one parent or the other. “Since many of us know what it is to lose someone dear to us, I think we should take the remainder of our lesson time to write a note or draw a picture for someone we care about.”

      “Do they have to be dead?” Hank asked, still a little belligerent.

      “It might be best if you write a note to someone who’s alive but whom you haven’t told is important to you.”

      The scholars took their seats, and Doris poured some water from the pitcher into a glass for the flower. They often brought her little gifts. It endeared them to her even more.

      Returning to her desk to continue grading papers, she found her attention drawn outside. The rough Wyoming country where her older brother had settled was so different from Indiana where she’d been raised. When she and her two sisters had fled the home of their uncle to avoid being forced into arranged marriages, she’d been afraid. Their father had always watched over them with care, if not always the tenderness their mother had.

      Doris rolled the pencil in her hand. How could Father have left them to the care of his vile brother? She’d not have thought it of him. But he had behaved terribly to Luke. What would she and her sisters have done had their older brother not been willing to take them in?

      “Miss Lancaster?” a timid voice said.

      Doris looked into Lydia’s deep brown eyes. They were so like her father’s. It was the memory of his eyes and strong arms which calmed Doris whenever she had one of the recurring nightmares of that horrid night. Remembering Marshall Breckinridge let her fall asleep again.

      “Yes, dear,” Doris said. “Have you finished?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The girl flicked a brown braid out of her way and held out her slate.

      Doris took it and looked at Lydia’s expectant little face. At five, she was a tiny thing, dwarfed by the boys in the school. It made the child shy when she was around the other children. Every day, when Doris had her lunch, Lydia would sit with her to eat her own. Sometimes Florence would join them, but more often the older girl would be out with the other children.

      “Do you wish me to read this now?” Doris asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.” The child hesitated and then asked, “Can I sit on your lap?”

      “Of course.” Doris lifted her, and when Lydia had settled with her back against Doris’s chest, she raised the slate for them to read.

      My mama died wen I wuz little. I mis her. I luv my daddy. I am glad he didn’t die to.

      “I was a little older than you when my mama died,” Doris whispered, her lips close to the child’s ears. “I’m glad your daddy didn’t die too.”

      “How come?” Lydia shifted so she could look at Doris.

      “Because your daddy saved me.”

      “He did?” The child’s expression brightened, and her eyes went wide. “When?”

      Doris hadn’t meant to tell the story. She didn’t want to frighten the child, but it was something she needed to do now since she’d awakened the little girl’s interest.

      “My uncle thinks we should still be in Indianapolis under his care, but we want to be with our brother. Uncle hired some men to take my sisters and me back there. We didn’t want to go, but the men tried to take us, anyway.” Doris brushed a wayward strand of hair from Lydia’s forehead. “Our brother, Mr. Hamblin from the Lucky L Ranch, gathered some men to search for us.”

      “My daddy was one of them?”

      “Indeed, he was. He was the one who found us. I was scared, and he . . .” Doris’s voice trailed off, as she remembered the way he’d held her and how his soothing words had made her feel.

      “He hugged you, didn’t he?” Lydia asked. “He gives the best hugs when you’re scared.”

      “Yes, he does.” Doris swallowed the lump in her throat. “Now would you like me to help with some of your spelling?”

      Lydia sighed. “Florence is better at it than I am.”

      “Of course, she is. She’s older than you are, and she’s been learning to spell longer. I’ll help you so when you’re her age you’ll be a good speller as well.” Another scholar had approached the desk, and Doris set Lydia on the floor. Using a piece of chalk, Doris circled the misspelled words and wrote the correct spelling underneath. “How about you go back and practice these words? Write them five times each.”

      Lydia put on a martyred expression, her shoulders slumped, but she shot Doris a cheeky grin.

      “Get on with you.” Doris kept her voice stern, but she winked at the child.

      The rest of the class time passed quickly as children shared their expressions of gratitude. Hank surprised her with a touching note to his grandmother who lived with his family.

      “I believe she’ll like this a lot,” Doris said as she handed the slate back to him. “Your spelling is much improved. Well done.”

      “Thank you, miss. I can bring you flowers too.” The boy ducked his head, his ears turning an adorable shade of red.

      “That would be lovely, Hank. I always like to receive flowers from my students.”

      “I want to marry you when I grow up.” His words came out low and in a rush.

      “It’s very kind of you and a great honor you offer me.” Doris chose her words carefully because she had no wish to crush his young heart. His was not the first proposal she’d received from one of her students, and she imagined she would have to get better at letting down boys easily. “I’m afraid I’m so much older than you that your father wouldn’t approve.”

      “But I’ll be all growed up, so he can’t tell me no. You’ll wait for me to be a man, won’t you, Miss Doris?”

      His young face was so sincere her heart gave a twist. She patted his cheek the same way she’d seen his grandmother do in church, hoping it would make her seem older to him.

      “You have a lot of years before you’ll be an adult, so I believe it’d be best if you waited to make such an important decision until much later.” Doris kept her voice soft so the other children wouldn’t overhear and tease him. “What if I waited for you and, when you were grown up, you decided I was an old lady?”

      “Never, miss. Never.”

      “Your devotion is admirable. Someday, a lucky young woman who is closer to your age will be worthy of it.” When he looked about to argue, she said, “It’s not something you have to decide today, is it?”

      “No, miss,” he said, resigned.

      “Then, let’s not worry about it for now.” Doris rose to her feet and said to the class, “If you haven’t turned in your slate yet, please bring it to me and then gather your belongings. For those of you who will be off for the summer, be sure to take everything home with you.”

      She made short work of grading the slates so the children could take the messages home to their loved ones. Standing at the door, she saw off the scholars.

      The Breckinridge girls were the last there. Since their aunt had arrived from back East, she would sometimes be the one to drive them to and from school. The Circle B Ranch folks appeared to be running late today.

      Deputy Charles Merrick approached. Since the attempted kidnapping, he’d taken it on himself to see the sisters were safe. Especially now he was married to Doris’s older sister Maude. Because he worked in town, he’d taken on himself the task of watching out for them whenever they were there.

      “Sheriff Vosburg needs me for something,” Charles said, “so it will keep me busy for a while yet. Do you mind going to Teague’s Store to wait for me? I don’t want you at the school by yourself.”

      “That will be fine,” she said, aware when Lydia slid her hand into hers.

      “Ladies.” Charles tipped his hat to each of the little girls which made Florence give a shy giggle.

      “Is he worried your uncle will try to steal you if you’re alone?” Lydia asked when he’d left.

      Doris wished she’d thought of a more benign way to explain the kidnapping attempt. She hadn’t wanted to make the little girl worry.

      “He watches over a lot of things,” Doris said, keeping her voice light. “It’s his job. Here comes your carriage.”

      Judith sat beside one of the cowhands. She always looked so stiffly elegant and proper. Doris had often wondered if the woman found it difficult to be in a place like Lilac City, a small town with few refinements.

      The little girls ran to the surrey, and Doris followed them. Judith let the cowhand help her down so the girls could climb into the back. Marshall’s sister started to make a sharp reprimand but seemed to catch herself, softening her voice.

      “You must remember you are ladies,” she said.

      “I wish I was a boy, so I didn’t have to worry about it,” Lydia said, her chin set.

      The little girl’s stubborn expression made Doris think of her younger sister, who felt the same way. Since Judith didn’t approve of Frances, Doris kept the thought to herself.

      “I must apologize for not having returned your pattern yet,” she said. “I meant to bring it with me today in case I saw you, but I forgot.”

      Judith gave her a considering look and asked with a polished and sophisticated air, “Would you mind bringing it to the ranch?” She had so much confidence, something Doris had never managed to learn at finishing school.

      “I’d be happy to. I’ll have it sent to you right away. I didn’t mean to keep it so long.”

      “I’d like you to bring it to me there.” Judith put a gloved hand on Doris’s. “Come and have tea tomorrow. It’s something new I’m starting at the Circle B to add a little culture. I hope you’ll help me serve.”

      Marshall’s sister had a way of making Doris feel special whenever she made a friendly gesture, but Judith was
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