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Chapter One
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1894—Cedar Creek, Montana

"Please take this food down to the sheriff's house and hurry." Mrs. Erickson placed a basket on the kitchen table, shoving it toward Rachel Kohl with a worried frown. "It's all I have right now but should help."

Rachel put the bread she'd been kneading in a greased bowl, covering it with a white cloth. She wiped her hands on her apron. “What's happened? Something about Catherine?"

"She's about to have her baby and someone needs to stay with her while Sean goes to find Dr. Abbott." Ingrid Erickson took a deep breath.

Rachel's heart hammered. "I've never been around someone having a baby before. I don't know what to do. You should go."

Ingrid reached out and touched Rachel's cheek. "You'll be fine. Catherine's your friend. It will mean a lot to her if you're there. Doc will come soon. I want you to stay and help as long as you're needed. We'll be shorthanded here, but we'll be fine."

Rachel wasn't so sure. Glancing at Ingrid, she picked up the basket, took her shawl from the hall tree, and flung it around her shoulders. The Malones' lived just two blocks from Erickson's Café and Bakery, where sometimes, like today, Rachel helped out in the kitchen.

When she knocked on the Malone's door, Sheriff Malone opened it.

"Ingrid sent me down with some food for you."

"Just put it on the table." He sounded out of breath. Then, as though he'd suddenly remembered his manners he said, "Thank you."

Maybe he didn't need her. She turned to leave.

He put his hand on her arm. "Rachel, will you stay with my wife while I ride out to get Doc?" He moved toward the door. "That would sure help me a lot."

Rachel's hands turned icy cold. "Of course, but what should I do?"

"Let Catherine know you're here. Sit with her. Try to keep her comfortable. She's scared."

How will I do that?

He grabbed his hat, jammed it on his head, and turned toward her. His dark blue eyes filled with fear. 

Her breath caught.

I remember those blue eyes from the first time I met you in church.

"I can never thank you enough." Sean attempted a smile before quietly closing the door behind him.

Rachel stood in the tiny parlor of the quiet house. She knew she should go into the bedroom but hesitated.

"Sean," Catherine called. 

Shivers ran up Rachel's spine. She turned, stumbling on a chair before rushing to Catherine's side and reaching for her hand. 

"He's gone for the doctor."

"Rachel, I'm so glad you're here." The words came out in short gasps.

"Mrs. Erickson sent me with some food. She heard you were... uh—"

"Something's wrong." Catherine moaned and turned her head from side to side. "It's so hot in here." She looked at Rachel with tears in her eyes. "I'm so frightened."

Rachel leaned toward her and smoothed damp tendrils off Catherine's forehead. She spoke in a soft voice. "Doc will be here in a few minutes."

Catherine's fine porcelain skin looked red and blotchy. "I'll get a wet cloth to help cool you."

"I don't want to be alone."

Rachel squeezed Catherine's hand and smiled at her. "I'll hurry. Promise."

The cool cloth helped a little, but Catherine's labor pains were coming faster and faster. Rachel's mouth had gone dry, but she held Catherine's hand and prayed the doctor would come soon.

She heard noises outside, and then Sean banged in the door with Doc Abbott on his heels.

The doctor charged right into the bedroom. “Everyone needs to leave the room. I want to privately examine my patient."

Rachel slipped out of the room and sat in the chair she'd stumbled over earlier. She breathed a sigh of relief because the doctor was there. Sean didn't notice her as he paced the room, running his hand through his hair and wiping his brow with his handkerchief. Rachel's heart went out to him.

After an endless wait, the bedroom door opened, and Doc stepped out of the room. "She has a fever, which means she might have an infection. Sean, you need to boil a pot of water. Your baby is on the way." He turned to Rachel. "I'll need your help."

Rachel's heart thumped hard. Her voice shook. "I'll try."

"You'll do fine." 

Catherine screamed.

Rachel rushed to her side. The doctor had draped a sheet over Catherine’s legs.

Rachel took Catherine's hand, trying not to show her anxiety at not knowing what would come next or what she would be expected to do. 

"Your baby is on its way, Catherine," Doc said in a calm voice. "You can help me by taking a deep breath and pushing hard."

Catherine gripped her hand so hard Rachel feared her fingers would break. Then after the first push, her grip relaxed.

"That's good," said Doc Abbott. "Now, take a deep breath, then do it again."

"Ahhh!" Catherine grimaced and pushed.

"Good. Now one more, Catherine," said Doc. 

Still gripping Rachel's hand, Catherine closed her eyes, scrunched up her face, and leaned forward to push. "Ahhh!" Breathing hard, she fell back on the pillow. After a minute, Doc Abbott smiled, reached over, and patted her knee.

"Good job." Then, he held up Catherine's baby. 

"You have a little girl," he said, slapping the baby's bottom, which produced the welcome cry of life. He wrapped the infant in a blanket and took her to Catherine's bedside.

All Rachel saw was a tuft of dark hair sticking out of the blanket.

"Oh, she's beautiful." Tears filled Catherine's eyes.

"She'll look a lot better once I get her cleaned up," Doc replied. 

Sean had quietly slipped into the room. His eyes never left Catherine's face.

Rachel felt compelled to leave so they could share the intimate moment in privacy.

She was surprised to find her parents waiting in the parlor. Her father paced the floor.

"We came as fast as we could," Mama said. "Papa saw Sean in town. He told him about Catherine and said you were here helping."

"Mama, I saw the baby being born. It's a girl." She swiped her arm across her forehead and sank into the nearest chair. "I left so Sean could have a moment alone with Catherine and the baby. She was so frightened; I wasn't sure what to do."

"I'm happy you were here with her," Mama said, taking a seat next to Rachel and reaching for her hand. They sat in silence. The only sound came from a creaky floorboard as Papa continued to pace.

Later, Rachel looked in on Catherine, who rested peacefully, a slight smile on her face. Her new baby daughter lay on the bed next to her.

Doc Abbott put his hand on Sean's arm. "You have a beautiful baby girl." 

Sean's eyes sparkled, then looking down, he furrowed his brow. "Will Catherine be all right? What about the fever?”

Doc Abbott spoke in a quiet voice, choosing his words with care. "She's weak. I am concerned about the fever but... I think she'll be okay." 

Rachel's heart hammered when she heard this, but Sean breathed a sigh of relief, and taking out his handkerchief, wiped his face.

Rachel clasped her hands and prayed Catherine would recover. She knew about fevers. They were serious and dangerous in the old country.

Mama frowned. "Are you all right? You're a little pale.”

"I'm okay." 

Mama stood. "Sean, how about something good to eat?" Mama didn't wait for an answer. "I'll see what's in the kitchen to go with the pie I brought. Nils had just taken it out of the oven when Papa came to get me." 

Mama touched Rachel's shoulder. "I'm proud of you helping Doc. You've had an exhausting day."

Not as much as Catherine.

Rachel quietly slipped back into Catherine's room to check on her. She was awake.

"Isn't our daughter perfect?"

"Absolutely beautiful." Rachel reached over and held the baby's tiny hand. "What are you going to name her?"

Catherine smiled. "After my good friend Rachel. Elizabeth Rachel Malone. Elizabeth is my mother's name." A faint smile crossed her lips. "You’re my good friend and I also love your name."

Rachel swallowed hard, not knowing what to say. 

"Don't look so surprised, silly. You were here to help me. I, or I should say we, couldn't have managed without you. I want my daughter to carry your name because of your kindness to us."

"I'm honored." Tears stung Rachel's eyes.

Catherine's eyes were drifting closed, but she continued to cuddle Baby Elizabeth close as she murmured, "I'm so tired. Having a baby is harder than I thought it would be." 

Rachel didn't notice Sean coming into the room. He stepped up to the bed and carefully picked up his little daughter. He smiled, looking proud, but when he looked at Catherine, his smile faded.

All color had drained from her face.

Sean laid the baby in the crib Catherine had prepared. After kissing his wife on the forehead, he motioned to Rachel and they left the room.

Doc had packed his medical bag. "She'll need lots of rest, and as I said, the fever indicates an infection. Cool cloths on her forehead will make her more comfortable. I'll be in my office early tomorrow, but if you need me before morning, you know where I live."

Sean saw him to the door. "Thanks for coming."

"Babies have a way of arriving whether you're ready or not." Doc patted Sean's shoulder and left.

Mama emerged from the kitchen. The smell of sizzling bacon wafted out into the parlor. "Come and eat," she said.

A large platter of bacon and eggs sat in the middle of the table with an apple pie next to it. Coffee could be heard brewing. Rachel hadn't realized how hungry she was. She glanced at Sean. His eyes were looking at the platter as if he could eat the whole thing himself.

They all sat and bowed their heads. Sean offered the blessing. "Thank you, Lord, for guiding us through Elizabeth's birth. Help Catherine regain her strength with this good food prepared for us by our friends the Kohls. Amen."

Papa thanked Sean for the prayer. Then Mama passed the platter of eggs.

Although she was hungry, Rachel couldn't eat. All the excitement from the birth had left her stomach unsettled. She folded her napkin and laid it next to her plate. "I'll check and see if Catherine might be awake." 

Mama rose from the table and stirred the pot of broth she'd prepared for Catherine. "I have something for her if she feels she can eat."

Rachel tiptoed into the dimly lit room and smiled at Baby Elizabeth sound asleep in her crib. On the bed, Catherine looked comfortable. Rachel left the door slightly ajar, so she could hear them if either one awakened.

In the kitchen, Mama, Papa, and Sean ate slowly, lost in their own thoughts. 

After a while, Sean said, "I can't thank you enough for letting Rachel come to help. I don't know what I would have done without her."

"Mrs. Erickson thought you might need someone here and sent her over," Mama said.

After a while, Papa pushed away from the table and stood. "Julia, it's late. Time for us to go."

Rachel chewed her lower lip. 

What if Catherine needed something during the night?

"Mama, why don't we stay here for tonight? I know I'd feel better being here."

Relief showed in Sean's expression.

Mama looked up at Papa. 

"I don't know. We should get Rachel home," Papa said.

"Papa, I'm not a child anymore."

Mama stood. "Rachel's right. It won't hurt to stay. We can help if needed."

"You'd all be more than welcome," Sean hurried to say. "In fact, we have another bedroom you can use, Mr. and Mrs. Kohl.

"I need to go home and take care of the animals." Papa put his arm around Mama's shoulder. "I'll come back in the morning."

The night passed with Sean restlessly going into the bedroom, then coming out to pace the parlor floor.

Rachel and Mama took turns sitting by Catherine's bedside and caring for the baby during the night. Once when Catherine woke up, Rachel helped her sit and sip from a small cup the broth Mama had made. Catherine collapsed back on the pillow, startling Rachel. She placed her hand on Catherine's cheek to check for fever, and let out the breath she had been holding, relieved to find her skin felt cool.

The next morning, while Rachel sat near her, Catherine's eyes suddenly flew open. She struggled to breathe, her gasps were loud. Raspy.

Perspiration broke out on Rachel's upper lip. Her knees shook. She put her hand on Catherine's forehead and took a sharp breath. Her friend was burning hot.

"Sean!" Rachel called into the parlor. Baby Elizabeth awakened and howled from the sudden loudness of Rachel's voice. 

Sean ran in and knelt by Catherine's side. She tried to speak but had difficulty catching her breath. He gently stroked her hair from her forehead and leaned close, waiting for her gasping to ease.

Mama already had Baby Elizabeth in her arms and had moved into the parlor, singing softly to the child to quiet her.

Rachel couldn't move. She knew she should leave Sean with Catherine, but she still hoped she could do something to help.

Finally, Catherine caught her breath. "Where's my baby? I want Elizabeth!"

Mama rushed into the bedroom with the baby. At Catherine’s bedside, she laid the baby next to her.

"Here is your beautiful daughter."

Catherine kissed the infant’s cheek. With tears in her eyes, she looked up at Sean.

"Love her for me, Sean. She's all I have to give you."

"Sweetheart, we’ll love her together. Nothing bad is going to happen. I love you too much.” Sean’s voice shook. "I'll get Doc." He took her hand and held it to his lips, then turned to leave.

"I'm so tired."  

"Hang on, Catherine." He kissed her, then stood back, his gaze lingering on her face. "Try to sleep. I'll get help."

"Don't leave me now, Sean. God is calling me home. I see my angel waiting.” She motioned toward the foot of the bed.

"Please don't leave me," Sean cried, gazing into Catherine's closing eyes.

"Hurry. Rachel, go get Doc. He should be in his office."

Mama grabbed Rachel's wrap from the hall tree and practically threw it at her.  "Hurry, Rachel."

*****
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DOC ABBOTT PUT HIS stethoscope back in his bag with great care and closed it slowly.

He turned to Sean. "I'm so sorry. The infection took her. I worried it might. Even if I'd been here, there was nothing more I could have done." 

Doc closed the door, cutting off Rachel's view of Sean sorrowfully sitting by Catherine's bed, his head in his hands. Racking sobs shook his broad shoulders.

Doc Abbott approached Rachel in the parlor. “The neighbor, Anna, just had a baby. Maybe she'd be willing to be a wet nurse."

Mama stepped forward. She had been walking the baby. "I'll go over and ask her."

Papa had arrived earlier and stood in the background.  "Papa, I’m going to talk with Sean’s neighbor. Rachel, put this child in her crib and go make Sean some coffee."

Blinded by tears, she held the baby, whom Mama had thrust in her arms as she hurried out.

"What is going to happen to you, little one?" Rachel whispered to the child.

Baby Elizabeth screwed up her face and let out a howl.
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Chapter Two
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The birthing experience left Rachel with trembling knees and clammy hands.

Being in the room when Catherine died had been traumatic. Remembering, Rachael's throat closed up. She couldn't believe everything had happened so fast. Catherine's death so soon after Elizabeth's birth. Now, Rachel's only friend was gone, leaving behind her baby girl.

Catherine's grieving husband refused to leave the chair by her bed.

"Sean, can I get you anything?"

Rachel longed to say something appropriate to comfort him. She shared his feeling of sorrow and loneliness and longed to put her arms around him. He looked so lost and alone.

Impossible. Pangs of guilt stabbed her.

Was she being punished for the thoughts she'd had about Sean when she first met him? She'd been attracted to him, but that was before she knew he was married.

Rachel closed her eyes and prayed for forgiveness.

Please, God, guide me and help me do what is right. I'm sorry for anything I've done wrong.

Baby Elizabeth slept. Mama arrived with Anna Olson, the Malones' neighbor. A nursing mother, Anna agreed to provide milk for Elizabeth as long as needed. Her being nearby would be helpful to Sean.

Rachel joined her parents in Catherine's parlor where they were talking quietly so they wouldn't disturb Sean.

Mama said, "Rachel, we were wondering who will take care of the baby until Sean can get back on his feet and hire someone to do the job? Do you think you could continue helping out here for a while?"

Rachel's stomach clenched. She'd never had much responsibility. She paused. "I'm not sure what to do, but I can try." 

Papa stood, his brow furrowed. "Mama, I can't bring Rachel into town every day. I'm needed at the homestead. We have to think of another way." 

Rachel's heart pounded. Papa had an irritating habit of doing her thinking for her. She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. "I could ride in myself. You wouldn't have to bring me." She felt adventurous, even though she'd never ridden the trail by herself, but now she had the opportunity to do something she'd never done before.

Why not also take on the daily ride into Cedar Creek? This was a good time to start being more independent.

Besides, all she had to look forward to was being stuck out at the homestead, except for the few days she helped the Ericksons in their café.

"No, Rachel, you're too delicate." Papa said.

"You've been saying that as long as I can remember." She stood abruptly and folded her arms across her chest. "Papa, I'm strong, I can do it. In fact, I probably could have made the trip into town a long time ago." 

Mama glanced out the window. "I have an idea," she said. "We'll talk to the Ericksons' and see if you can stay there at night, like you did several months ago when they needed you so much. This way you'll be nearby and can take care of Elizabeth during the day."

Papa scowled. "Absolutely not. We have her reputation to think about."

"Papa, calm down." Mama set her coffee cup on the table. "We'll go right now and talk to Ingrid." She glanced at Rachel and opened the door, then smiled at Papa. "We'll be right back."

Once outside, Mama cast a sideways look at her. "Are you sure you can do this? Babies can be a lot of work and need to be cared for at all hours of the day and night. Of course, you won't be there during the night. That wouldn't be proper." 

"The wet nurse lives next door, and I'll be at the Erickson's', which isn't too far away. Mama, I've had a chance to think about it. I want to do this for Catherine. We were becoming good friends, and now she's gone." Her voice had a huskiness she'd not noticed before.

"Papa has his doubts. He's always protected you and had your best interests in mind. I don't think he's ever gotten over the time we nearly lost you."

Yes, and he's always held it against my sister, Lili.

Rachel looked out to the majestic mountains. "Mama, that happened a long time ago, I'm grown up now. When I was in New York City, I helped my cousin with her newborn baby. Here, I'll be alone with the baby, but I know I can do this. I want to help Sean, relieve him of some of his worries. He is so lost."

Mama put her arm around Rachel's shoulder. "I'm proud of you. But with you staying in town, I won't be nearby to help you if you need me."

Turning, Rachel focused on her mother.

"I'll be okay, Mama." Will I?

Taking a deep breath, Rachel prayed for guidance.

Mama smiled lovingly. "I'll come into town as often as I can to see how you're doing. It should only be for a little while, just until Sean can hire a housekeeper." She hugged Rachel.

Nils and Ingrid were deeply saddened to hear about Catherine.

Ingrid wiped the tears from her face. "What is that poor man going to do?"

"I'm going to be there during the day. We wondered if I could spend the nights here with you, like I did when we first came to Cedar Creek."

Ingrid’s face brightened. "Of course, you can.”

“We've got two empty beds upstairs, and we'd be delighted to have you use one of them," Nils said.

Ingrid hugged Rachel and thrust a warm loaf of bread, already wrapped in muslin, into her hands. "Take this to Sean's. This is all I have to send him right now." She kissed Rachel on the cheek. "God bless you."

When they arrived back at the Malone household, Sean and Papa were out in the yard selecting wood for Catherine's coffin.

Hollow-eyed, Sean said, "Mrs. Kohl, will you and Rachel prepare Catherine, please?"

"Of course," Mama said, and taking Rachel by the arm, hurried into the house.

Hesitant, Rachel's steps slowed. "I don't want to, Mama. I don't know how."

"I'll show you. It's important to show respect to the dead. I did this for my sister, may she rest in peace."

Sean had laid out Catherine's best Sunday dress for her burial. A hairbrush had been placed nearby.

Mama tenderly washed Catherine's body and brushed her still-matted hair. Then she asked Rachel to help dress her.

Rachel's breath caught, her heart moved, and tears welled up in her eyes as she examined the clothing Sean laid out for his wife to wear in her final resting place.

Mama looked at her lovingly and said, "We don't always understand, but God gives life and God takes life away. Always remember, Rachel. That's what kept me going when my sister died at such a young age. Only ten years old."

"Why did she die?" asked Rachel.

"She had pneumonia. We didn't know, and by the time the doctor came, nothing could be done to save her."

"I'm sorry, Mama."

"I was eight years old at the time, but the sadness I feel when I think about it makes it seem like it just happened."

Mama and Rachel finished dressing Catherine. Mama stepped away to survey her work.

"She looks so peaceful, Mama." A lump formed in Rachel's throat. "Do you think she was afraid?"

"No, I think she is being welcomed into God's loving arms." Mama brushed a tear away.

Footsteps from behind startled them. Sean walked into the room. "Thank you." He never took his eyes off Catherine.

"We'll leave you," Rachel said. She and Mama backed out of the room and reverently closed the door.

Outside, Papa had put the finishing touches on the pine coffin. "The Ericksons' sent two men out to dig a grave in the cemetery."

“Those good friends are so kind." Mama dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief.

"The preacher is away at other parishes," Papa said. "We will need to do the burial ourselves. I'll bring in the flat wagon tomorrow for the coffin, but we need a minister. I've asked Sean who he wants, but he doesn't know anyone else besides the pastor."

"We can all say something," said Rachel. "We don't need anyone else."

*****
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EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, Sean led the wagon carrying Catherine's coffin out to the cemetery. Mama carried the Baby Elizabeth. Rachel's sister Lili, her husband Gabriel carrying their young son, and a few neighbors followed. A freshly dug grave awaited them.

Fragrant spring breezes gently warmed everyone who gathered to say their last goodbyes.

Rachel couldn't breathe. She stared down into Catherine's final resting place. For a moment she felt unsteady as though she would fall into the dark opening herself. Trying to catch her breath and not break into a sob, she blinked hard to steady herself.

Sean and Papa used the harness from the horse to lower the coffin into the deep, dark grave.

Rachel looked around at the mourners. Such a beautiful day to be so sad. Catherine had been so young.

Why did God take her and leave a baby behind with no mother?

Rachel wiped the tears running down her cheeks with her handkerchief.

Lili stepped over to her and encircled Rachel in her arms. Still holding her close, she whispered, "I know you'll miss Catherine, but we need to take care of the living now."

Mama turned and carefully handed Elizabeth to Rachel. At the exact moment, Elizabeth began crying, loud.

Rachel jumped back and almost cried out loud herself, but for a different reason.

Didn't Elizabeth like her?

"She's hungry," Mama said, her hands on her hips as though she'd read Rachel's mind. "Go, take her to Anna Olson, and don't look so hurt. She's only a baby."

Rachel carried Elizabeth to the wet nurse. Anna suggested she bring Elizabeth over each night, so the baby would be fed when needed. Rachel could come back for her in the morning on her way to Sean's.

The mourners gathered for a short reception at Erickson's Café. Later after all the guests had left including Mama and Papa, Sean was nowhere to be found. In fact, Rachel hadn't seen him at the reception.

He needs time to himself.

She walked over to Anna's to check on Elizabeth. The baby was content again. "I'll be back in the morning to get her," she told the wet nurse and returned to the Malone house.

When she opened the door, the cold, dark house looked empty. A fire hadn't been laid for the chilly evening.

Rachel lit the table lamp in the parlor and walked toward the bedroom. She gasped and stepped back, unprepared for the sight of Sean, face down, sprawled across the bed, sound asleep.

She tiptoed into the kitchen to prepare some dinner for him. Rachel suspected he hadn't eaten anything all day. There wasn't much to work with, but the loaf of bread the Ericksons' had sent and a slab of cheese. She sliced the bread and cheese and found a small pot of butter, all of which she set on the kitchen table. She lit the stove and made a pot of coffee.

While waiting for Sean to wake up, Rachel sat in one of Catherine's favorite green-striped chairs, staring at the parlor walls and imagining the creative things she could do to make the room look even homier.

Bringing another strong pang of guilt.

It must be a sin to think this way. So soon after Catherine had just been buried. God would surely punish her for having such coveting thoughts. 

Please, God, help me do what will be helpful to Sean. I don't want to have these thoughts anymore. But I'm so lonely. Help me.

She covered her face with her hands and tried to forget what they'd all been through these past couple of days.

Someone gently shook her shoulder. Startled, she looked up into Sean's unfathomable blue eyes. 

"Oh." She struggled to get up.

"No, stay where you are. There's nothing to rouse you for."

"I'm s-sure you're hungry," she stammered as she stood.

He just looked at her with an expression she couldn't read. "Oh, yeah. I guess so."

"I've put some food out for you. I'll get more from the general store tomorrow." 

Rachel shifted from one foot to another, at a loss for comforting words. 

"Rachel, you don't have to do that. I'll manage fine, if you take care of the baby."

Rachel prayed she would say something comforting and gathered her thoughts. "Sean, I'm so sorry about Catherine. We were just becoming friends and already I miss her so much." The words rushed out. "Of course, not as much as you will."

What a stupid thing to say. 

She gulped. "I want to help, but I have to admit, I don't know what to say to you."

Sean sat in the nearest chair and rubbed his hand across his face, then gazed at Rachel. "She was everything to me. How could God let this happen?" His red eyes questioned her.

Rachel blinked back tears. "Everything happens for a reason. We never know what the Almighty has in store for us."

Sometimes she wondered about this herself.

He shook his head. "I just don't understand. It doesn't make sense. If God loves us, why would he take those we love from us?"

Rachel reached out and took his hand. "Come and have something to eat. I've made a pot of coffee, too. You'll feel better. I know you will."

He didn't move.

Rachel glanced out the window. "It's getting dark. I'd better get over to the Ericksons'. Elizabeth is settled at Anna's for the night, and I'll be back here with your daughter early in the morning."

*****
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AFTER A LONG NIGHT of tossing and turning in her bed, Rachel returned to the Malone household at dawn, not knowing what to expect.

She found the kitchen bustling with townsfolk delivering all kinds of food, including some delicious smelling pies.

"Thank you for your trouble. This will be so helpful," Sean said many times to his thoughtful neighbors.

After everyone left, he sank into a chair and stared out toward the cemetery.

Rachel collected Elizabeth from the Olson's and returned to the house. Sean remained where she'd left him.

After bathing her, Rachel found a pink dress Catherine had sewn, in the event she had a girl, and dressed the infant in it. Then, she took Elizabeth out to show her father.

"Look, Sean. What a pretty baby girl you have."

He glanced up with a weak attempt at a smile.

"Would you like to hold her?"

"Not right now."

"She's so adorable, are you sure?"

"Not now," he said tightly.

Feeling shunned, Rachel backed into the bedroom and sat down with Elizabeth in her arms. "He doesn't mean it," she said softly to the infant. "He'll feel better soon. But I'm here to take care of you. And I think you're precious. Your mother loved you very much."

Elizabeth closed her eyes and fell asleep in Rachel's arms. She gently placed the baby in her crib.

Going out to Sean, Rachel said, "The baby's been fed and she's asleep. I'm going to go to Swenson's to get some supplies."

"Just put it on my account."

On her way to the general store, fresh breezes brushed her face, which helped calm her nerves. She loved being outdoors, the sound of her footsteps on the town’s wooden boardwalk, and the sun on her back.

Not today. Putting her head back, she inhaled the clean, crisp air and prayed she's soon stop feeling so muddled. Losing Catherine, trying to deal with Sean and his deep sorrow, plus caring for a newborn engulfed her in sadness Rachel couldn't shake.

It's my Christian duty to help those in need.

Up the street, Mr. Swenson could be seen busily sweeping out his store, with dirt and debris flying across the boardwalk and out into the dirt road.

Things were so different out here in the West. Rachel missed the clean cobblestone streets of Austria, her native country.

Approaching Swenson's, the proprietor greeted her and held the door for her.

"Ah, Rachel, you are a good Christian woman. Word around town is you are taking care of the Malone baby to help out the sheriff. Poor man. It was no secret his wife was everything to him." Mr. Swenson shook his head. "His whole life. Such a shame for him to lose her."

"I'm trying to do my best, Mr. Swenson. People have brought in food, but I need to get some staples."

Mr. Swenson pushed a pad of paper out on the counter and took a stubby pencil from his shirt pocket. "Now then, what do you need?"

"Flour, sugar, coffee, salt, and butter," said Rachel. "My mother brought over some of Ericksons' bread, which I think will last a few more days. And would you add three yards of soft, white muslin to the sheriff's order. Baby Elizabeth needs more gowns."

"I'll send your order over this afternoon. If you don't mind my asking, where are you staying?"

Rachel's face warmed. She didn't know other people would be concerned about where she spent her nights, only her father.

"I'm rooming at the Ericksons'. It's nearby and I can get over to the Malone house quickly, if needed."

Mr. Swenson smiled at her. "Almost seems you should stay there with the baby. But I know your father. He'd never stand for it."

Her stomach clenched. The man only meant well, but this conversation made her uncomfortable.

Rachel left the counter and took her time looking around the general store. Usually she was here with Mama, and they didn't take too much time because Papa would hurry them, so they could get back to the homestead before dark. 

From the bolts of cloth on the table, a bright yellow fabric called out to her. She went over and, grasping the edge, rubbed the crisp linen between her fingers. Rachel pictured curtains for the windows. The Malone household didn't have curtains on all the windows, just the bedroom.

Sean would appreciate a cheerful color in the house and might even notice her once in a while.

Mama especially loved the gingham curtains Rachel had sewn for their new cabin at the homestead. Papa had also commented on her fine workmanship.

One day, Mama had even said, "You have such a good eye for beauty. I'd like you to pick out some material at Swenson's and make me a new Sunday dress."

Rachel had. She'd selected a dark blue, woolen fabric she knew would accent Mama's blue eyes. She designed a dress to give Mama more of a bustline and camouflage her large hips. When it was finished, her mother tried it on, and Rachel was proud she could make her mother look so stunning. She knew her mother would wear it proudly and receive many compliments.

Should she talk to Sean about curtains or just go ahead and buy the material and make them? After all, it was his house.

Rachel twisted her hands together.
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