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After Eulalie Miller was left at the altar, her younger sisters, Susannah and Lucy, pledge to never forsake her, not suspecting the vow would label them "Spinster Sisters". Neither did they realize Eulalie would become so formidable, the male population would be too scared to darken their doorstep.

But, while Eulalie makes it her mission to protect her sisters from men, she can't stop Brady Callahan, the saloon owner, from turning Susannah's head. Nor can she keep Harold Dawson, recently widowed, from stealing Lucy's heart. And when Richard Morrison comes calling for Eulalie, expecting courtship, marriage, and her love, Eulalie’s world is turned on its axis.

As the "Spinster Sisters" tumble into romance, the people of Pike’s Run might have to seek a new title for them. One of distinction and hope...

The Miller Brides.
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Pike’s Run, Texas

May, 1877

Susannah Miller couldn’t move. Shock nailed her feet to the ground, pain piercing her heart as her older sister rushed after Brady Callahan. The saloon owner. The handsome saloon owner.

“Oh, Susannah,” her younger sister Lucy breathed, her gentle hands gripping Susannah’s upper arms. “I’m so sorry.”

Susannah stared at the blue and yellow petals now littering the road behind her brother’s general store. She dropped to her knees.

“I-I’ll go see if I can...fix this.” Lucy hurried away.

Lucy would not be able to reverse the event that had just taken place. Tears blurred Susannah’s vision, affording her a beautiful mass of colors mixing together, watery and shining brightly. A bouquet of wild delicateness. She sank to her knees.

He’d picked them for her. He’d come courting. Brady Callahan. The most gorgeous man in creation.

She swiped at the tears flowing silently down her cheeks as she sat back on her haunches. Looking over her shoulder, she cringed at the damning evidence still stacked behind her. The bold, black stamp declaring “whiskey” mocked her as it blazed across the sides of the three crates.

To Eulie, her elder sister, it really read, “The demon of all mankind”.

If Brady hadn’t teased Susannah, if he hadn’t made her feel as if he thought her silly and ridiculous, she wouldn’t have suggested stealing the whiskey. Her feisty nature always had gotten the better of her.

She closed her eyes and couldn’t help but see him standing at the back door of the storeroom, the flowers in hand, a daring smile on his lips. He’d called her name. She shivered as her flesh tingled with the memory of his deep drawl.

His words repeated in her mind. “Miss Susannah Miller, would you care to—”

And then he’d stopped. And seen his whiskey being unloaded from the back of her brother’s wagon. The gleam in his deep brown eyes turned to rage and vengeance in an instant. The curse that came flying from his lips had Eulie gasping and Susannah shrinking inside herself.

He’d smashed the flowers against the doorframe and stalked away. Oh, if she’d only known what his teasing had meant. She’d never have snuck into the back of his saloon with her sisters and taken his new shipment of whiskey.

“Susannah.” Her brother called her from the back door. “You’ve got to come on down to Sheriff Lonnigan’s office.”

She nodded slowly. Before standing, she carefully gathered the bruised and crushed petals. Slipping them into her skirt pocket, she lifted her chin. “I’m ready.”

Thomas’ reproachful stare only served to twist her heart more. She hadn’t meant any real harm. Walking briskly to the sheriff’s office, she pulled herself together. It would not do to cry in front of Brady Callahan, and she wouldn’t dare show heart break to her older sister. If Eulie thought Susannah cared for the saloon owner, there would be lectures and threats galore.

She opened the door without fuss, found Lucy instantly, and moved to stand beside her. Her gaze collided with Brady Callahan’s. If stares could set flesh on fire, she would be burned alive. The gleam in his eyes usually made her skin smolder and tingle with desire. But not today. Today, she feared his gaze on her. It might consume her in his rage and hate. She actually took a step closer to her older sister.

“Miss Miller, please help me understand why you’d go to such lengths.” Sheriff Lonnigan leaned against the edge of his desk, his arms folded across his broad chest.

“Mr. Callahan’s saloon is an abomination, a blight of sin on our sweet town.” Eulalie stuck her nose in the air. “There are no limits when it comes to shutting him down.”

Thomas cursed from his position near the door. He started pacing and grumbling under his breath.

Susannah shared a glance with her younger sister. She seemed as frightened as Susannah felt. Her usually rosy and sunny complexion had paled, and she looked ready to keel over. Susannah kept her focus on Lucy, hoping to catch her if she fainted, but also needing something to distract her from him.

“Shuttin’ down Callahan’s can’t be worth the consequences,” Sheriff Lonnigan rebutted. “Mr. Callahan has every right to press charges.”

“Oh, dear,” Lucy muttered quietly, wringing her hands.

Susannah moved to her, putting a helpful hand on her elbow.

“Is that what you planned?” the sheriff asked. “Are you prepared to be arrested and sentenced with the entire town lookin’ on?”

Lucy whimpered while Susannah’s fear grew. She couldn’t help but turn her eyes onto him. He was still looking at her. Brady Callahan. A tall man. Dark. Devilishly handsome.

Susannah recalled the first time she’d seen him. He’d tipped his hat to her as he’d walked past her brother’s general store. Her heart had sped up to a most erratic pace. And the knowing glint in his eye had made her feel naked. Singed. Most very alive.

She’d watched him walk away until she couldn’t see him. Brady Callahan, the saloon owner. 

As Eulalie proclaimed the bravery and courage of the Miller sisters, Susannah barely listened. She couldn’t help but take in the image he presented. His very presence exuded power and masculinity. Oh, why did she have to like him?

His black suit and red satin vest accentuated his wide, lean frame. He wore his dark hat pulled low over a intent gaze that held Susannah in place. Never in all her days had she imagined he would come courting.

Before today, they’d shared a few words, mostly in passing. Mostly with him chuckling at her expense. He teased her. She’d liked it, though she’d tried hard not to let him see.

But he’d seen. He’d always seen.

She swallowed, wishing with all her might she could control her feisty side and change the past. But would she really have been able to go against Eulalie? While Susannah had been the one brave enough to enter the saloon and carry out the crates, it had been Eulalie who had seen them sitting there as they drove the wagon past the open back door. Her older sister had suggested they steal the whiskey. It was really Eulie’s fault.

Shame churned in Susannah’s gut. It wouldn’t have happened if Susannah hadn’t been with them. Lucy and Eulie wouldn’t have dared to set a toe inside. 

Could she have stood up to Eulalie instead? Could she have found the courage to remove herself from the plan?

The thought of hurting Eulalie turned her heart cold. She doubted the words would have come out of her mouth. Her sweet older sister...so hurt...so in need of her family. Susannah knew she would always put Eulalie’s happiness before her own.

“I don’t need a lecture on morality or the fires of Hell,” Sheriff Lonnigan interjected, cutting Eulalie off in mid-sentence. “I’m only askin’ you to think about what you’ve done. Your plan didn’t work, and now you’ll be spending time behind bars.”

Eulalie shook her fist. “We will prevail. The Ladies Auxiliary is a formidable group. With Beulah Taylor at the helm, you can bet this won’t be the last attack on Callahan’s.”

Suppressing a groan of irritation, Susannah wished Eulie had never joined the women’s group. They were supposed to support the veterans of the War Between the States, but President Beulah Taylor used it for her moral and personal crusades.

Thomas grumbled and scowled as he continued to pace.

Sheriff Lonnigan turned to Brady Callahan. “So? Are you pressin’ charges?”

Callahan finally tore his eyes from Susannah and opened his mouth to speak. But he paused. And then he cursed. “Do what you want with them,” he shot out, then whipped around and stormed from the office.

Susannah watched him go, finally able to breathe. On weak knees she collapsed to the bench behind her.

Thomas stepped forward, his thunderous stare encompassing all of them. “Y’all are damn lucky he didn’t have each of you arrested.”

“Don’t curse,” Eulalie admonished.

“Don’t curse?” Thomas roared, throwing his hands up in the air. “You just stole three crates of prime whiskey.”

Eulalie put a finger in the air, but Thomas shook his head. “No,” he ground out, “you’re done.” He turned in the sheriff’s direction. “Are you gonna arrest them?”

Susannah held her breath while Sheriff Conner Lonnigan ran his exasperated gaze over her and her sisters. He sighed. “No. I won’t. Nothin’ was damaged. He got everything back, so they’re free to go.”

Susannah’s shoulders sagged. Thank goodness.

Thomas jerked his head at the door. “Let’s go.”

For once, Eulalie kept her mouth shut and allowed herself to be ordered. Susannah sent a relieved gaze in Lucy’s direction, and as they walked past the sheriff, Lucy apologized quietly. Susannah followed suit.

He gave them an accepting nod in return.

As they followed a grousing Thomas and a marching Eulalie, Lucy said almost too softly, “He wanted to court you, Susannah.”

Susannah’s heart twisted in pain. “I know.”

“This is ghastly. I’m so sorry.” Lucy swallowed. “Why do we continue to let her control us so easily?”

There was only one answer. “Because we love her,” Susannah stated simply. 

Lucy had no argument.

* * * *
[image: ]


POLITE APPLAUSE ROUNDED the Millers’ parlor on a cheery Sunday afternoon.

Beulah held up a hand for the room to quiet. “Thank you, Mercy. That was an interesting speech on the merits of involving our daughters in our causes.”

Mercy Wilkens inclined her head in thanks.

“We must bestow gratitude to Mrs. Menger,” Beulah continued, “for her generous donation of all the silver bells.”

Mrs. Menger held up one of the tiny instruments. “They came in last week. Aren’t they adorable? Perfect for our mission.”

When Beulah turned toward Susannah, she shrank back in horror.

“A master stroke of genius, Susannah,” Beulah said with admiration. “We will start sewing ribbons onto our protest outfits without delay.” She wagged a finger at Susannah. “With these feisty ideas, I believe you’ll one day be Vice President of our Ladies’ Auxiliary.”

Susannah’s horror increased. Vice President for Beulah? Her stomach turned at the possibility as she caught Eulalie’s pleased and proud smile. Susannah shot from her chair. “We need more sandwiches.”

“I’ll help,” Lucy offered. Lucy’s shoes clipped Susannah’s heels in their rush to leave the parlor.

“Vice President?” Susannah hissed as she paced the kitchen.

“It won’t happen. It was only a statement. You don’t really believe Beulah would allow anyone but Caroline to be Vice President.”

Caroline Dawson was Beulah Taylor’s closest friend. The fact that the woman would say such a thing in Caroline’s hearing only served to scare the daylights out of Susannah. Why would she declare something like that when Caroline would die of mortification if she weren’t Vice President?

“Eulalie will make me do it. She’s probably already planning the debate to sway me to work harder.” Susannah stopped pacing and slammed her fist on the counter. “If Brady Callahan didn’t tease me so much, I wouldn’t feel the need to get back at him.”

Lucy emitted a small chuckle.

Susannah glared at her. “It’s not funny.”

Smiling, Lucy hugged herself and began rock back and forth in a dancing motion. “But that one night was so romantic.”

As her heart flipped in her breast, Susannah couldn’t breathe. It had been romantic. Dancing under the stars with Brady Callahan at the spring social. His eyes on her. His hands. She could almost smell his cologne.

And then he’d said something about her corset strings being laced too tight. The man infuriated her. Why pay attention to her if he only wanted to watch her squirm?

But he had wanted more. The day she’d stolen his whiskey, he had come courting. He wouldn’t have carried flowers into her brother’s store and stood in front of Eulalie with determined intent shining in his eyes if he hadn’t been serious.

“That night was romantic,” Susannah stated softly. “And I ruined it when I stole his whiskey.”

“Oh, Susannah,” Lucy breathed. She enfolded her into her arms. “I’m so sorry.”

“What do I do?” Susannah wailed quietly. “If I could go back, I’d...”

Lucy stroked her hair. “You’d defy Eulie?” she finished for her.

Susannah swallowed, unable to confirm the statement. They broke apart, and Lucy’s sympathetic and understanding expression almost brought tears to Susannah’s eyes.

“I can’t defy her either. We both know accepting courtship would send her into a state of panic.” Lucy sighed. “We’re stuck.”

Susannah gritted her teeth as anger spiked. “It isn’t fair,” she broke in hotly though quietly. “She doesn’t have the right.”

“We gave her that right,” Lucy reminded her. “When Theodore left her at the altar, we vowed we’d never forsake her.”

“What else could we do for our sister. She’d thinned to a blade of grass,” Susannah countered. “But she shouldn’t have held us to it.”

Lucy cocked her head. “She’s only protecting us. She doesn’t want us to suffer the same fate she did.”

Susannah threw up her hands. “Not all men are like Theo. But it doesn’t matter anyway, does it? We’re considered spinsters, and no man wants us because he’d have to deal with Eulie.”

“Brady Callahan wants you.” 

Lucy’s statement sent fire rocketing through Susannah’s body. Chewing on her lower lip, she thought. Would she really allow Eulie to keep her from her heart’s desire? Could she go against her older sister?

And...if she allowed Brady Callahan to court her, what future did they have? He was a saloon owner. Where would she live if she married him? How would she raise any children? Exasperated with herself, she rid her mind of questions with a vigorous shake of her head. None of the answers mattered, because there was no way Brady Callahan still wanted her after what she’d done.

Liddy Forrester came into the kitchen. “Your sister sent me in here to find you.” She eyed the platter with cucumber sandwiches. “It looks like everything is done.” She glanced at the sisters. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” Lucy replied quickly. “We—”

A frightful scream cut through the house. Alarm and terror propelled the three women from the kitchen and back into the parlor. Susannah drew up short, her heart in her throat when she saw Caroline Dawson lying in a clump on the floor.

Beulah and Eulalie huddled over her. The other women stood to the side, their hands clasped tightly as they stared in horror at the woman on the rug.

Eulalie’s gaze snapped to Lucy. “Go for the doctor!”

Lucy didn’t hesitate.

“Susannah, a glass of water!” Eulalie barked out orders like a general.

Susannah jumped to do her sister’s bidding and moved to the cart beside the settee. Her hands shook as she poured.

“Can you move, dear?” Beulah asked Caroline.

Caroline held her hands to either side of her head. She didn’t answer Beulah. Susannah handed the glass to Eulalie, watching the display with wide eyes. What was going on?

A keening sound came from Caroline. Seeking reassurance, Susannah’s gaze shot to the other women, but silent tears rolled down the cheeks of Mercy and Hope. Katherine Talbut chewed on her nails, showing her anxiety with the unladylike habit. The longer Caroline moaned and rocked, the more fearful Susannah became.

It seemed forever before Doctor Reynolds burst through the door and went straight to Caroline. Eulalie and Beulah moved out of his way, but Beulah fired questions at him. “What is going on? She was fine and then on the floor in an instant. I demand to know if she’s had other episodes. Is this why you’ve been to their house so frequently in the last month? Is this some kind of severe head pain?” She exhaled loudly and set her hands on her ample hips. “Are you going to speak?”

The doctor, still out of breath from hurrying the short distance from town, opened his bag and examined his patient for several moments before saying a word. “It would be wrong of me to discuss Caroline’s care with you. This is a private matter.”

Susannah appreciated the doctor’s candor and his silence. There wasn’t anyone in Pike’s Run who didn’t depend on him. He treated all his patients as if they were family.

“I assure you it is quite public now,” Beulah declared. “And we are her friends.”

Doc Reynolds glared up at her. “Then step back and let me work without distractions.”

Susannah almost took her own step back when Beulah’s face flushed a maddening red. Eulalie moved toward Beulah and took her in hand, speaking softly to the irate woman.

Lucy stood beside the doctor, handing him items from his bag when he asked for them. After several moments of examination, he made Caroline take laudanum. Susannah’s stomach turned when the woman’s face had to be held in order for her to swallow it. What in the world was going on? How could someone be fine one minute and then prostrate the next?

Doctor Reynolds stood and found Eulalie. “Where’s Thomas?”

“Out back.”

“Ask him to hitch up the wagon. She can’t walk.”

Eulalie hurried to fulfill his order. Beulah began questioning the doctor again. “You simply must tell us what is going on. Will she be all right?”

The doctor smiled. “She’ll be fine. It’s a bad headache.”

The short reply worried Susannah. Something was definitely wrong. Certainly headaches could be troublesome and cause a body to need rest, but Caroline’s scream had indicated much more. Her moans had proved the pain she was under was strong and horrible.

Thomas came into the parlor, his face hard with worry. He picked Caroline up, and the doctor followed them out of the parlor and to the waiting wagon. When the door shut, Beulah’s tirade started.

“I’ve seen him coming from the house no less than ten times this month. I’ve questioned Harold repeatedly, and he says nothing.”

“I’m sure he’s keeping family business to himself,” Katherine surmised. “Perhaps we should go home. I’m sure we’re all tired.”

Beulah shook her head. “Harold is going to need us. I intend to speak to him today. I’ll not let him keep me out.”

Irritation replaced Susannah’s fear. “I think we ought to respect the family’s privacy.”

There was a collective gasp in the room.

Susannah swallowed but lifted her chin. “He has his wife and his boys to think of. We shouldn’t demand anything from Harold.”

Eulalie appeared in Susannah’s line of sight, blocking her view of everyone. The censure on her face meant a lecture would come later.

Susannah shrank as she mentally berated herself for not controlling her tongue.

“Sisters,” Beulah announced imperiously, “I believe it’s time we left.” As the women filed out, she called to Eulalie. Eulie turned, giving Beulah her full attention. “I expect you’ll have your family well in hand by our meeting next week.” Beulah pulled on her gloves, one eyebrow raised in reproach. “When I have information to share about Caroline’s health, I’ll make sure to drop by.”

Eulalie nodded. “Thank you, Beulah. We’ll look forward to seeing you soon.”

The door shut, and Susannah knew she was about to receive an earful. She clenched her hands into fists and kept her lips pressed tightly together.

* * * *
[image: ]


SUSANNAH DARTED BEHIND the buildings on Main Street, staying hidden. Her heart beat fiercely as she paused a moment, leaning against the back wall of the saddlery. Heavenly days, what was she doing?

Refusing to argue with herself again, she straightened and eyed the road that led to Callahan’s. There was about a fifty-yard expanse between herself and the path that disappeared into the thick forest just beyond the center of town.

She prayed fervently no one would notice her walking alone away from Main Street. Keeping her head down, she went perpendicular to the back of the saddlery, hoping the building would hide her for as long as possible. A sudden jangle of horse livery had Susannah picking up her skirts and running. She didn’t dare to look back to see who drove the team. When the tree-lined path swallowed her, she slowed her pace, but her pulse still pounded wildly. With a calming breath, she went down the well-traveled lane, and once the saloon rose in front of her, she drew up short.

The tinkling of a piano drifted toward her, keeping time with the erratic beat of her heart. Eulie’s lecture last night had been too much. Susannah was determined to break her sister’s control, though she hadn’t had the courage to confess her real reason for switching her day off with Lucy.

One step at a time, she told herself. First, she had to know if Brady Callahan was still interested in her. If so, she’d figure out a way to tell Eulie the news. If not, then there would be no reason to risk her older sister’s disappointment.

Squaring her shoulders, she ignored her shaking knees and toward the steps. Such a bold building. The sign was red and gold and gleamed brightly in the sunlight. Callahan’s.

The scrollwork was gorgeous, and if rumors were correct, she knew Brady Callahan had carved the word himself. The lively music frightened her, but she wouldn’t let it deter her from her course. Setting a hand on the batwing doors, she pushed inside.

As her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, she was aware of the sudden stop of the music and glass crashing as something hit the floor. She flinched and turned her head in the direction of the sound. A tall and broad-shouldered man gaped at her from behind the bar. Unable to say anything to him, Susannah ignored his shock and ran her gaze over the rest of the establishment.

Billiards, tables, the piano—with an equally shocked piano player—dominated the large room. There was a mirror over the bar, several shelves of glasses and a stairway that led to upper rooms. The only men inside appeared to be employees of Callahan’s. A slow exhale escaped her lips.

The establishment held no innocence, nothing feminine. She was in a man’s domain. Heavenly days! What was she doing?

“Did I hear somethin’ break?”

Susannah froze at the sound of Brady Callahan’s voice.

“Zeke?” he called when no one answered.

Still neither man said a word.

Heavy, booted steps sounded from the back.

Oh, dear. Oh, dear. Oh, dear. Her throat went dry. Her knees shook uncontrollably.

He emerged, looking as dark and as wolfish as always. He wore only his shirtsleeves, black pants and a satin vest of deep blue. He paused when he saw her.

His dark hair was so thick, her fingers itched to run through the strands. The need surprised her, shocked her, but she had no idea how to squelch it. Brady Callahan had destroyed her control and turned her world upside down the second she’d met him. And here she was, in his domain. What was she doing?

He walked toward her. Slowly.

She clenched her hands into fists and lifted her chin.

“Aren’t you a brave one?” he drawled. “Comin’ in here when you stole from me.”

She couldn’t seem to force any words past her lips. Oh, dear.

“All by your lonesome, too, huh?” He stopped a few feet from her.

She could smell his spicy cologne, feel the heat of his gaze on her. Oh, dear.

“And just why are you here? Come to see the devil’s den? Come to spit in my face?”

Her heart twisted at his question. Images of him holding flowers in his hand stole her breath. My God! Why was his mere presence so powerful? Heat radiated off him, searing her flesh and making her sway toward him.

He put a hand on her upper arm. “Susannah?”

The sound of her given name on his lips made her insides melt and her intent spill from her mouth. “I’ve come to court you, Brady Callahan. What do you say to that?”
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Uproarious laughter came from behind him. Brady heard the sound but couldn’t tear his eyes from Susannah. Bold words from an equally bold woman. His heart pounded hard, making breathing difficult.

When Fulton loudly guffawed, Brady shook out of his stupor and glared at his piano player. “Get the hell out,” he growled.

Fulton did as his employer asked, snickering all the way. Brady didn’t have to ask Zeke. The burly bartender rushed to leave, too uncomfortable to have any interest in watching what Susannah Miller might do next.

When they were alone, Brady turned back to the female who’d disrupted his self-control and good sense from the day he’d first seen her. Long, wavy, almond hair hung loose down her back. She wore no bonnet. Her bangs wisped over her eyes, accentuating the dazzlingly green color. Her pert nose was in the air, her chin was set in determination.

Brady’s insides softened and melted. His palms itched to cup her face and draw her lips to his. But she’d embarrassed him, hurt him. He hardened his heart.

“Court? Us? You and I are vinegar and brandy. We don’t mix.”

Her chin trembled. “That’s not what you thought a few days ago.”

He scoffed but heat rose in his cheeks. “Are you talkin’ about the flowers I brought to the store?” How ridiculous he’d been while picking that damn bouquet, agonizing over the right wildflowers to give her, even though he’d known she might throw them back in his face. “Those were for someone else.”

She reared back as if he’d slapped her. “Who?”

Funny how no name came to mind, with the dozens of women in town. And inconvenient. “That’s my secret,” he finally answered.

She swallowed. “I...I think you’re lying to me.”

Anger spiked. “Don’t call me a liar. You’re a damn thief.”

Her gaze wavered as redness crept up her neck. “I—”

“You go on and get out of here. You shouldn’t be here anyway. Customers are gonna be comin’ in soon.” He turned away from her.

She followed him. “Wait. What can I do? I didn’t mean to—”

He whipped to face her. “To what? Humiliate me? Ruin me?” As she dropped her head in shame, his anger wavered.

“I’m sorry. I was the only one brave enough to enter your back hallway and take the whiskey. I thought it would be a good way...”

“To help put me out of business.” The realization rankled. The woman who captivated him played him for a fool. How could he have been so wrong?

She shook her head. “No. I wanted to get back at you for teasing me so much and,” she licked her lips, “for what you said the night of the social.”

Memories flooded his mind. Holding her close, the moonlight their only guide. He’d hidden them from view, knowing keeping his interest from Eulalie Miller was the only way he’d get to be near Susannah. He recalled their lively conversation, remembering how feisty she’d gotten. The passion she’d shown had excited him. It had been the first thing that had drawn him to her. He didn’t recall saying anything that would warrant such retaliation. Frowning, he said, “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.”

She squared her shoulders as she looked at him. “I didn’t think you liked me at all. I thought you enjoyed picking at a spinster, but even knowing that, I wanted attention from you.” She took a deep breath. “You’re always teasing me, and you said something about my laces being too tight when I told you I’d never danced in the moonlight before.”

He barely remembered saying that, but it sounded like him. Teasing her provided pure pleasure, and he usually couldn’t wait until he had the opportunity to make her blush. But...

“I don’t really care why you did it. Just go. We have nothin’ to say to each other.” He turned his back on her and hurried to shut himself inside his room. 

Leaning against the door, he closed his eyes. Turning her away had been the right thing to do. She was here with some nefarious plan, he knew it. He was sure her sister had put her up to attacking his heart. He reached up to run a hand through his hair and realized his fingers were shaking. Was she still out there? Was she crying? Damn!

He slammed a fist against the door. What was he thinking? He shouldn’t care. She manipulated him, stole from him, humiliated him. The whole town knew he’d tried to court Susannah Miller. People had seen him picking the flowers. They’d watched him walk into Miller’s General.

She’d made him a laughingstock. Fulton hadn’t shut up about his boss being taken in by one of the “spinster sisters”.

He abhorred the nickname the town had bestowed on Thomas Miller’s siblings. It made them sound like they were old, dried up. 

Not Susannah. She was delicate, and sweet, and a firecracker. His blood simmered with hunger.

Why the hell couldn’t he have her? He might own a saloon, but he wasn’t a drunk. While he didn’t attend church, he believed in God. He’d never intentionally harmed anyone. Why couldn’t the Ladies Auxiliary see past the end of their noses? Why did they have to protest outside his saloon every week?

Susannah Miller. She’d made him feel small. Pitiful. Weak and worthless. She didn’t deserve his attention or his heart. Gritting his teeth, he leaned his head against the door and willed desperation to leave his body.

Once he had control over his emotions, he exited his room. Fulton hadn’t resumed playing, and when Brady stepped into the main area, he understood why. Susannah sat at one of the tables. Shock froze him in place.

She lifted her chin. “I’m not leaving. I’m going to prove to you that I’m serious about courting you.”

His heart lurched at her words. Powerful words that weakened his resolve, but only for the smallest of moments. He shrugged. “Suit yourself. I don’t intend to pay you any mind.”

He went about his business, working around her as he set up the cards for the night. Knowing she watched his every move sent heat spiraling through him. He needed a distraction.

“Fulton!” he barked.

The man sauntered forward from his room in the back. “Yeah, boss?”

“Play.”

Fulton grinned, his apple cheeks bright red with laughter. If the man dared to snicker, Brady would put a fist down his throat. His piano player must have sensed the danger, for he made no sound as he returned to his instrument.

Soon music shot through the large room, drowning out the vicious pounding of Brady’s heart. As he removed the cover from one of the billiard tables, he saw Zeke peeking over the batwing doors.

How a man as large as Zeke could be so uncomfortable around women, Brady didn’t know. And he didn’t have time to sympathize. “Zeke! Get your ass in here and get to work.”

The bartender scrambled to do as he was told.

Brady didn’t dare look at Susannah. He tried to ignore her. If she intended to sit there all night, it was none of his business. If the possibility of being around drunk men didn’t worry or scare her, he wasn’t about to protect her from it. And...if she thought he was going to rescue her and inadvertently show caring, she was in for a long wait.

* * * *
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LUCY BIT HER LIP AS her sister paced in front of the window seat in their bedroom. 

“It’s hopeless.” Susannah shook her head. “He hates me. I sat for hours, trying to talk to him, trying to get him to relent, but he wouldn’t even look at me.”

Heart aching, Lucy wished there was something she could do. “I’m so sorry.”

Susannah made a dismissive gesture with her hand, waving off Lucy’s sympathy.

“At least you tried,” Lucy stated hopefully. “Maybe you broke through a wall, but he’s too stubborn to let you see.”

Susannah plopped onto the window seat. “Maybe,” she replied with a touch of sadness. “If I’d felt sure Eulie wouldn’t have nagged me for an explanation for my absence, I would’ve stayed longer and not been here when y’all closed the store for the evening.”

Lucy sat on the bed and leaned against the pillows. She drew her knees up to her chest. “Will you go back?”

Rubbing her temples, Susannah appeared to be thinking. She dropped her hands and sighed. “I don’t have a choice. I...ache for him. I can’t explain it.”

“You don’t have to,” Lucy breathed, her heart twisting inside her breast.

Susannah’s gaze shot to hers. “Why? Do you have similar feelings for someone?”

Lucy shook her head as her gaze drifted to the books lining the shelf. “No. But there is the dream of someone. I...I hope often for someone to love.” She yearned for the comfort and excitement of caring for a man. While she knew the stories she read and reread were fanciful, she couldn’t help but wish for a knight in shining armor to sweep her off her feet.

Unfortunately, there was no such person in Pike’s Run. And even if there were, she wasn’t sure a knight would own enough bravery to face Eulalie.

“Oh, Lucy.” Susannah sighed. “We are a pair.”

Lucy’s smile wobbled. She drew breath to speak, but a knock sounded on the door. Eulalie appeared when Susannah bid their visitor to enter.

Their elder sister linked her hands in front of herself. “Harold and Doc are here to see you, Lucy.”

Surprise shot through Lucy. “What for?”

Eulie shook her head. “They didn’t say. Doctor Reynolds just asked if you were available to speak to them.”

Lucy rose from the bed. “I suppose so. Goodness. I hope I haven’t done anything wrong.”

Her sisters followed her down the stairs. Lucy could hear the men talking in the parlor as she stepped into the small foyer. An uneasy feeling centered in her gut, making her falter. When she rounded the corner and entered the room, all talking ceased. Harold and Doc stood.

“Good evening, Lucy,” Doc said.

“Good evening.” She spared a glance for Harold, noting his pale skin and the circles under his eyes. Goodness. Their visit seemed serious, and what could it possibly have to do with her?

Lucy took a seat, as did her siblings and visitors. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

Doc smiled sadly, while Harold cast his gaze to the floor. Fear knifed through her heart as she recalled Caroline Dawson’s attack. Could it be coincidence the doctor and her friend’s husband were sitting in their parlor only a day later?

This was about Caroline. It had to be. Lucy leaned forward, wanting to say something, but changed her mind quickly. Perhaps she should let the doctor control the conversation. The last thing anyone needed right now was to deal with her run-away mouth.

“We need your help,” Doc began, ignoring her previous question. “Caroline is not doing well.” He paused and shifted his eyes to Harold. He put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “In fact...she’s dying.”

Shock shot through Lucy. The air weighed heavily with sadness and sympathy.

“I’m sorry, Harold,” Thomas murmured.

Harold glanced at her brother. “Thank you,” he rasped.

“It’s why we’ve come,” Doc continued, drawing Lucy’s attention. “You’ve been helpful to others when they were sick with colds and such, bringing them soup and sitting with them. I know Angelique usually assists me, but now that she’s pregnant, she’s too nauseous in the mornings for her to undertake Caroline’s care.” He gave Lucy a kind smile. “I know you’ve never ministered to someone’s...well,” he cleared his throat, “death bed, but we were hoping you could stay with her during the day.” He looked at Thomas. “If your brother can spare you from the store.”

“Of course,” Thomas replied quickly. “Whatever you need. We’ll get along fine with the three of us.”

Harold turned grave eyes onto Lucy. “I’d greatly appreciate your help, Lucy. Her illness has progressed so much that she needs someone in the house with her, and I...I have to work. I know it’s a lot to ask—”

Lucy rose, cutting him off. “Please don’t worry over me. I absolutely will help. I care for Caroline dearly.”

The haggard lines of Harold’s face yanked at Lucy’s heart. This had to be one of the worst moments of his life, finalizing plans for the last days of the woman he loved. 

Harold’s shoulders slumped in relief. “Thank you.”

Compassion had her wanting to tell him not to lose heart, that something might be done, but she held fast to her control. Empathizing with others could be a character flaw if she wasn’t careful. The last thing Harold needed was an impassioned speech from her. It would only embarrass him. “No thanks necessary,” she responded, wishing the words didn’t sound so hollow.

Lucy resumed her seat as Doc Reynolds started talking again. “I’ll meet you at the Dawson home in the morning. I’ll have to show you what needs to be done.”

Before Lucy could answer, Harold interjected. “I’d like to ask that you keep this information to yourselves. I’m not ready to make her illness public.”

Lucy could see he spoke directly to Eulalie.

He continued. “I know my request might put you in a difficult position, but I—”

Eulalie held up a hand and gave him a supportive smile. “Caroline’s dignity and your privacy will be respected and protected. You have enough to deal with at the moment. Worrying about our comfort should not be on your mind.”

Again Harold looked as if a weight had lifted from his shoulders. Lucy loved Eulie so dearly, and never more so than now. Keeping something from Beulah would be difficult for her, but if Eulie gave her word, then Harold could be sure his request would be honored. Eulalie Miller did nothing half way.

Doctor Reynolds rose. “Before sunrise, Lucy?”

Harold stood behind him. She nodded. As Thomas showed them out, the gravity of the situation washed over her. She would be administering to someone’s deathbed. Her friend. A mother. A wife.

She would share in the sorrow of the Dawson family and watch their suffering with her own eyes. Strengthening her resolve, she saw the path before her and knew she would give everything she had to the Dawsons.

* * * *
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LUCY KNOCKED WITH A rapid hand as Thomas backed up the buggy. She didn’t turn to wave goodbye. Anxiety sat like a rock at the base of her throat. Would she be up to the task ahead of her?

The door opened. Harold held the knob, looking more exhausted than yesterday, if that were possible. “Lucy,” he said gruffly. Dark circles sat underneath his eyes.

She swallowed with difficulty. “Good morning.”

He moved back. “Won’t you come in?”

Stepping inside, Lucy didn’t have to be directed to the parlor. She’d been to the Dawson home several times. However, she saw the room with different eyes. For the next several days, she’d be spending hours here, cleaning, cooking and administering care. 

Doctor Reynolds rose when she entered, his expression one of calm and kindness. He motioned for her to sit. She chose a chair across from the settee and folded her hands in her lap.

“The head pain you witnessed two days ago was not Caroline’s first episode,” the doctor began. “She’s been steadily experiencing more, and they’ve increased in strength.”

Lucy glanced at Harold as he leaned against the frame of the entrance to the parlor. His arms were folded across his chest, his gaze cast to the rug under his feet. Her heart went out to him.

“She has a mass in her brain.”

Lucy stilled, the unknown word striking fear. “A...mass?” It sounded so horrific.

“A growth, if you will. There are no outward signs, of course. When these pains began, she didn’t think anything of it, but as they grew in number and severity, she became concerned. And when she started losing her thoughts in the middle of conversation, she came to see me.” 

He cleared his throat and handed her a sheet of paper. “I sent her to doctors back east because her combination of symptoms stumped me. As the months progressed, more oddities crept up. Along with the memory loss and severe headaches were vomiting and paralysis in her left pinky finger. 

“When she returned to Texas, she came with the diagnosis of a probable brain tumor.” He nodded at the list. “Some of the effects I mentioned will get worse as the tumor grows, but there are others we haven’t seen yet.”

Lucy read the words before her. Seizures. Possible coma. Oh...goodness. Lucy’s hand trembled, and the paper wavered. “How...” She cleared her throat. “How long does she have?”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure. It could be days. It could be months.” He raised his hands in helplessness. “All we can do is keep her as comfortable as possible.” Handing her another list, he explained, “This is what you’ll need to do for her daily care. I’ve left a few bottles of laudanum and other medicines in her room. I’ve also laid out steps for what to do if she has a seizure.”

Fear crept up Lucy’s spine. Was she up to the task? This sounded much more involved than what she’d imagined. Lucy looked at Harold. He still stood against the frame, his posture showing exhaustion and defeat. This had to be the hardest moments of his life.

“Lucy?”

Turning her attention back to the doctor, she took slow breaths.

“If you believe this to be too much for you, we’ll understand and think of another solution.” Doc gazed at her intently. “You have a caring heart, and I’ve always appreciated the help you’ve supplied when others have been sick. I’m confident you will know what to do and will be able to shoulder this burden.”

Glad the aging doctor believed in her abilities, she understood he was telling her she had the freedom to change her mind. But...she shoved fear away. It didn’t matter if she was capable of handling the road ahead. This wasn’t about her. The next several weeks, possibly months, need only concern the Dawson family. She looked back at the doctor. “Thank you. If I have questions...”

“I’ll stop by as often as possible. You won’t be alone. I can’t promise to be here every day, but I’ll certainly make the effort.” The doctor stood. “Shall we go see her?”

In answer, Lucy got to her feet. Following the doctor down the hall, she realized Harold stayed behind. Of course he wouldn’t need to see his wife. He knew what to expect.

“We’ve put her in the room off the kitchen. It was a sitting room, but we’ve converted it into a sleeping area.”

Lucy stepped inside, her breath coming slowly, though her heart pounded hard. The bed dominated the room. A cot stood against the far wall, indicating Harold had moved in as well. At least for the purpose of sleeping. Lucy realized he’d still have to minister to his wife during the night. His exhaustion might not be lifted even though Lucy would be here throughout the day.

Caroline slept, making ragged sounds deep in her throat. Her skin was as white as the sheet covering her. Lucy stepped forward, searching Caroline’s face for pain or signs of wakefulness. The woman’s shallow breathing was the only sound in the room.

“She’s hardly ever coherent,” Doc explained. “I believe the mass is so large now, she can’t function without a consistent dose of laudanum, so her interactions with people are few and hard to understand.”

Lucy clutched her breast, her heart aching for her friend. “I don’t understand. She was fine only a few days ago.”

“It seemed that way to you.” Doctor Reynolds spoke quietly behind her. “This sickness has had her since last Christmas.”

“So long ago? She’s suffered for that long?” She couldn’t help but reach out a hand and grip Caroline’s leg. “I wish we’d known.”

Silence reigned for several moments.

“We must pray for her illness to resolve itself quickly.”

Lucy nodded at the doctor’s wise words. “I suppose she was moved here so she could be heard if no one was in the room?” She turned to face Doctor Reynolds.

Slipping his hands in his pockets, he drew breath to answer. “It’s easier, more accessible.” He glanced at the windows. “The sun comes in nicely. The glare is never harsh, no matter the time of day.”

He fell quiet for several moments. “I know this will be hard on you. Please remember to take care of yourself. Eat. Sleep. Harold and the boys will need you as much as Caroline will.” He paused. “Perhaps more.”

His words seemed heavy with meaning. She didn’t ask him to elaborate, certain she would find out for herself soon enough.

“She had a dose of laudanum at five this morning. I expect it will last her until noon.”

Lucy acknowledged his instruction with a tip of her head as she pressed her lips together. Nothing else needed to be said. 

He gave one last look at Caroline and suggested, “Let’s go back into the parlor.”

As she followed him out of the room, her knees shook with the effort to walk. Her strength and emotions would be tested greatly in the coming days. This would be the most important thing she’d ever done in her life.

When they reentered the parlor, Harold still stood as they had left him. He looked like a slight breeze would blow him over. She couldn’t imagine what it was like to watch the person you loved most, the other half of yourself, waste away. And there was nothing he could do about it.

Doctor Reynolds collected his things. “I’ll return this evening to see how the day went and to answer any more questions.” He closed his bag with a snap. Looking at Harold, he said, “I expect you have some things to go over with Lucy.”

“Yes.” His voice scratched on the word, as if he was holding in great sobs.

Lucy bit her lip, wondering how she could make the initial conversation easier for him. She knew how to run a house, but she wanted to keep as close to their normal routine as possible.

“I’ll show myself out.”

Lucy thanked the doctor, as did Harold. When the door clicked closed quietly, silence deafened the area. She twisted the ring containing her birthstone around her pinkie and racked her brain for what to say to this man. Her gaze flew around the room, settling on nothing, seeing nothing. Goodness. What to say?

When she turned her attention back to the grieving husband, she paused to find his tired eyes on her. His mouth lifted at the corners, softening the hard lines
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