
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A MAIL-ORDER ROMANCE

A SECRET IN HER HEART
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Chapter One — Ticket to Tomorrow
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Lottie Lewis stood at the depot platform with the ticket clutched in her gloved hand, feeling the world shift under her feet.

She’d never held anything so fine in her life.

The envelope had come to her room at Mrs. Tabor’s boarding house just two days ago, slipped under her door without fanfare. Inside: a one-way ticket west on the Union Pacific and a brief note in a square, strong hand:

Miss Lewis,

I’ll meet your train personally. Looking forward to it.

— Daniel Marks

No sweet words. No pretty flourishes. Just plain and to the point.

She liked that about him already.

The iron horse loomed before her now, belching black smoke, the steel wheels hissing and clanging as passengers bustled aboard. Porters shouted and wagons clattered by, but it all sounded far away to Lottie.

She tightened her grip on her small valise and forced herself to breathe.

This was her chance.

Her chance to leave behind smoky parlors and whiskey breath. To leave behind her name whispered behind hands and the look men gave her in the street.

She straightened her shoulders. No one here knew who she’d been, and if she played her part right, no one out there ever would.

Lottie Lewis was no longer the tired girl behind the velvet curtain.

She was a bride-to-be.

The thought almost made her smile—until a pang of guilt twisted deep in her chest.

He didn’t know the truth about her.

Not yet.

The conductor called last boarding and she took her first step toward the train, her boots clicking against the platform.

As she found her seat and settled by the window, she let herself glance at the ticket one last time, reading his name written in the corner of the envelope.

Daniel Marks.

A good, honest name.

She’d fallen for it—fallen for him—the moment she’d read his first letter, and even more when his picture had arrived tucked in the corner of the page.

And now, here she was.

On a train bound for the rest of her life.

How long could she keep her secret?

She didn’t know.

But she prayed he’d forgive her when the truth finally came out.
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