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      New York City

      December 1898

      

      Jane Cady squinted through the tulle of her wedding veil as she waited in the foyer of the church on Fifth Avenue. Her pulse pounded in her ears as the organist began the first notes of the Wedding March. Jane glanced about for her father, her heart sinking. He was always flighty and had his head in the clouds with each new business venture that absorbed his every thought until it was followed through, but this—this was a new level even for him.

      She pushed the double doors leading into the sanctuary open a crack. The pews were filled, the lovely chapeaus of the elite society ladies creating a meadow of fake blooms that basked in the morning light streaming in from the stained glassed windows. Reverend Hall stood at the top of the aisle, between the massive flower arrangements featuring orange blossoms, speaking with—she averted her gaze, even as her heart skipped a beat at the sight of her handsome groom. She didn’t want to see Graham Bank until the very moment she was to be his wife.

      The church bells sounded ten times, announcing to all of New York City that she was about to be wed. Outside the front doors, the crowd gathered cheered for her. She danced from side to side, trying not to pick at the orange blossoms of her enormous bouquet. Where is Father? He reads the news sheets, and the time was printed on every single one! The guests were waiting for her. Could she walk down the aisle without him? No. It would cause nearly as much scandal as her being late to her own wedding.

      The front doors of the church burst open, shouts and sounds of the city spilling inside for a moment as the doors shut. Father ran to her, panting in his wedding suit. “Daughter, we must speak. There has been a development with my ships from the⁠—”

      “Father! Thank goodness you are here.” She seized his arm and straightened Father’s silk top hat and patted down his graying beard. He was disheveled, but at least he was here. “There is no time to waste, Father. The bells have already sounded the hour, and we are already late.”

      “But, Janey, you see, that is why I was tardy. You need to know⁠—”

      She placed her hands atop Father’s shoulders and steered him to the doors. “We can speak after the ceremony. Nothing—I repeat, nothing is as important as my marrying Graham at this very moment.” She nodded to the footmen who pulled open the double doors, the blasting notes of the organ vibrating through her and sending anticipation humming to her very fingertips. After years of waiting for the right man, being judged for waiting until she was nearly four and twenty to accept a suitor, she would be Mrs. Graham Bank.

      With her head held high and the demure smile that Graham liked so much, Jane attempted to glide up the aisle, but her father’s steps were gratingly slow, as if he were dragging his feet. What is he waiting for? He’s not the one getting married, and I certainly know that he isn’t mourning my loss. She pulled against his arm, ever so slightly, urging him forward. Please, please don’t make a scene for once, Father. Please, let me have this moment. She smiled at the snobby Miss Carol and the Montgomery sisters—Wait, is Kitty Montgomery dressed in mourning over Graham? She stuffed down her ire. No, not even the presence of her social enemies at her wedding would stifle her joy.

      “Janey, I must speak with you,” he whispered. “It is of the utmost importance and relevance.”

      She forced herself not to cringe. To everyone else, they would likely imagine his murmurs as sweet reassurance instead of his barely veiled panic. “Father, you know I love you,” she returned through her pretty smile. “Please, wait to deliver this message. Don’t ruin this for me.”

      He patted her arm and muttered something about the groom maybe not hearing the news. “Still there. That’s a good sign. Perhaps it will be well.”

      She ignored Father’s nonsensical mutterings. He often talked to himself, mentioning only fragments of sentences on his mind, making it nearly impossible to understand him most days. Behind her, she heard the heavy sanctuary doors scrape open again, but she didn’t turn to see who could be entering so late and rudely interrupting her procession. Nothing could bother her today, though. She lifted her lashes and focused on Graham. Her handsome soon-to-be husband stood well over six feet, and his golden hair was brushed into a dashing pompadour. She could hardly believe that Graham was to be hers.

      He had been named New York’s bachelor of the year, and she had caught him. Certainly, her inheritance was enough to draw nearly every suitor to her door, but none had captured her attention like Graham Bank. From his deep, baritone laughter to his intense gaze never leaving her face as they conversed, Graham was a dream come true. He found her lovely and interesting and not silly at all. And his heart was hers.

      From the corner of her eye, she spied a man in a simple brown suit with a bowler hat atop his hair, racing along the side of the church, as if he were trying to sit in the front. Is he family? But he did not stop at the front pew. He hurried straight up to Graham. Her heart pounded and her steps faltered. Was someone ill? His mother hadn’t been able to make it this morning to the ceremony. Surely, she didn’t pass? No, not dear Mother Bank. She had been so kind to Jane—far more tender than even her own mother had been.

      “Oh dear. Oh dear. No, no, no—” Her father’s pace slowed. “It’s happened.”

      She tugged Father forward but nearly stumbled to a halt all together when alarm flitted across Graham’s face and his eyes met hers.

      Whatever it is, my darling, we will bear it together. She silently sent him the message from her heart to his. As in love as they were with one another, she was confident he would understand.

      Graham staggered down the step that separated them. His large, smooth hand grasped her gloved hand. “My darling, did you know?” He bent and whispered in her ear.

      “Know? Know what? Graham?” She returned, squeezing his hand. “What’s wrong? Tell me.”

      Graham shook his head. “I-I cannot do this.”

      “Is it your mother, Graham?” Her chest tightened. “Is she worse?”

      “No. It is other news . . . from Mother.”

      A message from Mother Banks? Surely, she would have wished the news to wait until after they were wed. Unless it is truly terrible news? Would Graham insist on pausing the ceremony, or would he wed her, since it was all arranged and leaving her at the altar could hardly be less than a scandal?

      “Mother is fine.”

      “Thank goodness.” She moved to press her hand to her heart but then remembered her bouquet.

      His gaze landed on her father with a scowl. “But I cannot say the same for us.”

      Us? Her heart sped and the room seemed to shrink, every curious eye scalding her skin. “What do you mean? I don’t understand, Graham.”

      Father’s face reddened. “At least, have the courtesy to tell her in private, Bank.”

      “Something you should have done.” Graham cradled her hand and slid it through his arm, pulling her back down the aisle, keeping his gaze firmly on the exit.

      From the corner of her eye, she caught the flurry of black tulle as Kitty lifted her mourning veil, hope in her features. The already curious guests erupted in murmurs as Graham practically dragged Jane to the foyer, shoving the double doors closed behind them. Her groom released her the moment the doors closed behind them.

      “Graham! What is going on?” She flung the veil away from her face—desperate to see Graham—to understand. She adjusted the chocolate curls framing her face and ran her fingers down the front of her exquisite wedding gown with its ornate pearl beading and diamond clusters.

      He paused in his pacing, his frown softening for a moment. “You look stunning, Jane. I always loved it when your cheeks blushed.” He sighed.

      “T-thank you, but couldn’t you have waited to tell me after the ceremony? Father was so insistent to tell me something too, but I made him wait.” She refrained from twisting her hands. Graham hated it when she fidgeted. It was a horribly difficult habit to give up—fidgeting. “What happened?”

      “There isn’t going to be a ceremony, Jane.” His gentle voice pierced her heart.

      His words sent her staggering, as if he had struck her. “W-what? What do you mean? Everything is arranged. My things are awaiting me at our new home on Madison Avenue.” She gestured to the closed doors. “The New York Four Hundred are seated inside as we speak and the rest of New York is awaiting our departure from the church just outside. The streets are lined with well-wishers. Surely, whatever it is isn’t important enough to delay our ceremony. It will take a half an hour, and we will be wed and then, you can deal with whatever it is that needs your attention.” She grasped his hand. “My dearest, please do not delay our wedding any further. I can only imagine the gossip that is spreading⁠—"

      “It is not a delay that I am seeking.” He moved away from her touch, crossing his arms. “I cannot marry you. We are no longer compatible as our values do not align.”

      Compatible? “Did the messenger carry a false tale about me? I have been true only to you, Graham. I vow it. I’ve never even kissed anyone before you proposed to me.” Her cheeks burned at the thought that he could not claim the same. But she had forgiven him for his momentary lapse in kissing Kitty Montgomery the very hour before requesting to court Jane. “What could that man have possibly said that would see you break my heart in front of the New York Four Hundred?”

      “For that, I apologize. I would have avoided your humiliation if I had known.” He shoved his hands into his pockets, remorse filling his gaze. “My mother sent the messenger. She said that if I go through with the wedding, she will disinherit me, and I will lose everything.”

      She gripped her stomach, her fingers rolling over the pearls sewn in patterns of orange blossoms. She couldn’t breathe. Why couldn’t she draw a full breath? “B-but Mother Bank was the one who championed our union. This makes no sense. And if her withdrawal of funds is stopping you, then I have more than enough to see us through.”

      Graham lifted a finger and pointed at the sanctuary doors. “See, there is where your father is a liar. My mother just read in the papers that your father is ruined.”

      She rested her hand on the wall, holding herself up as the room spun. No. It can’t be. Was Graham breaking it off with her? Or simply informing and secretly desiring her to plead? She had pride, but this—this beautiful first hope of love being torn away from her because of her father’s investments was something her pride could never come back from. The bouquet tumbled from her grasp as she folded her hands to her chest. “Graham, please don’t do this. I’m begging you. Surely, there has been some kind of mistake⁠—”

      “No, there hasn’t been a mistake.” Graham raked his fingers through his hair, ruffling his perfect pompadour. “In fact, at this very moment, all your assets have been seized to pay for the debts Mr. Cady acquired for this latest venture. No doubt, they will be requiring even your wedding gown to pay back his debts.”

      Did Graham not know of her trust fund? A single butterfly of hope flapped its wings in her belly. “I have millions in my trust fund, Graham. Millions of dollars do not simply evaporate.” She reached out to him. “There is no need to call off⁠—"

      “Not anymore. Your father had access to your funds and sank everything into a venture that would have seen your family the wealthiest in America. But the diamond ships sank, his venture failed, and you are without funds.” He grasped her hand. “I’m sorry, Jane. I truly am. I was fond of you.”

      “Fond?” His once endearing touch that she had craved felt cold and a hint clammy even through her glove. “You said you loved me, Graham Bank.”

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Love is such a funny word—it can mean so many different things. For instance, I love chocolate and horse riding.”

      “It is not a funny word,” she ground out, her anger melting into a broken heart. Tears spilled down her cheeks. “It is a most sacred word when used by a man who wishes to wed.”

      “Well, whatever it is, I, in fact, do not love you, Jane Cady.” He cleared his throat. “I wish things were different, but I must, based on my mother’s message, step away from our commitment. I wish you luck.”

      Her knees buckled and she sank into a cloud of white as her world faded into blessed nothingness.

      Murmurs filled the corridor. She could feel the cold stone seeping through her pretty silk stockings. Her head hurt. Why hadn’t Graham caught her? Why hadn’t he at least carried her out to the awaiting carriage and away from all the shame while she was unconscious? She didn’t dare open her eyes to see how many people were staring at her, memorizing her humiliation to spill over high tea and rejoice over the great parvenus Cady family being brought low once again.

      “We are ruined, Mildred.” Father’s voice came from her side. “There is nothing left for us here now.”

      “What do you mean, Benjamin?” Mother replied with a nervous laugh, as if trying to cover up her husband’s troubling words and hide the fact that their world was imploding in front of the New York Four Hundred. “You aren’t making any sense. Darling, can you see what is keeping Graham?” She pitched her voice to carry to the nearest guests who might spread her words, “Surely, he is fetching the doctor for our daughter, whom Graham knows so well that he anticipated her faint, which is why he pulled her from the altar!”

      Poor Mother. She hated not being in control of a situation.

      “Can we please leave, Mother? Everyone is staring. Father, can you lift her?” At twelve, Jane’s sister Theodora was at least bold enough to tell her father what everyone else would not.

      Father placed his hand under Jane’s shoulder and lifted but dropped her immediately, her head thudding against the stones. She swallowed back a grunt at the sore spot being struck again. If it hadn’t been for her ornate coiffure, she surely would have been concussed. She was going to have to open her eyes, wasn’t she? She was going to have to face everyone as she fled the church.

      Another, gentler, hand grasped her own. She nearly sagged in relief. Meg was there. Her best friend would see Jane out of this situation.

      “Mr. Bank, there you are!” Meg called out to him. “Did you find the doctor?”

      “No . . . ?”

      “Then we must see her home to be attended to by her physician. Please, help our dear Jane to the carriage,” Meg instructed.

      A pair of strong arms lifted her and the sound of the large front doors swinging open were no sweeter than a choir of angels at this moment. Cool air kissed her scalding cheeks. The crowd outside cheered and faltered, no doubt at the sight of her supposedly unconscious form. They murmured and cried out, but she blocked the crowd out. She had only to survive until she was alone and then, and only then, could she fall apart. She felt herself gently deposited on a tufted leather seat.

      “Just because I can’t marry you, doesn’t mean I wish you ill, Jane Cady. I did love you in my own way,” Graham whispered.

      So, she hadn’t fooled him. She opened her eyes and glared at him through her long, dark lashes. “And yet, you have caused me the greatest pain of my three and twenty years, Graham. You are right, love is a funny word if this is what you think it means.” She sat up and shoved him out of the carriage and slammed the door, rapping her fists on the ceiling. Her family could take the other carriage home. She had to get out of here. “Take me home, Oswald.”

      New York City blurred through her unshed tears for the short drive home and not even the sight of Central Park brought her peace as nature usually did. Nothing but further humiliation kept her tears at bay until she could be truly alone. As soon as the carriage rocked to a stop in front of her four-storied stone home, she gathered up her voluminous tulle and silk skirts and bolted out the carriage and up the steps into her home.

      Men in bowler hats and dusty jackets paused to stare at her. She whirled, but they swarmed her estate, each bearing some sort of treasured collection from her home tucked in their arm, and all had notepads and pencils out.

      The butler gasped and rushed to her side, his eyes wide at her sudden appearance when she was supposed to be getting married, but in his kind fashion, Smithy didn’t question her. “I couldn’t keep them out, Miss Cady,” Smithy whispered. “The debt collectors had the police let them in—they had a warrant. There was nothing I could do. They haven’t gone up⁠—”

      She nodded through her tears. She avoided eye contact with the strange men who scattered out of her path, like cockroaches being frightened by a lantern. Jane kept her head down as she raced upstairs to her room, tossing the veil over the side of the railing as she ran, sobbing for the life that had been promised to her—for the man who she thought was her dream. Father was right. She was ruined, and there was nothing left for the family in New York except humiliation.
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        * * *

      

      Thankfully, her family did not seek her out after they returned from the church. With Mother’s wailing filling the house and Father’s shouted promises for a brighter future, even little Theo kept herself hidden away, so Jane allowed herself to wallow. She rested her cheek on the Parisian carpet beside her bed with her small wooden memory box next to her, the letters that Graham  had written to her during their courtship spread about her feet like a fan. She had searched his letters for some sort of indication that he had not loved her . . . he had said all the right things.

      Her door pushed open.

      She couldn’t let the servants see her like this. She sighed and pushed herself up to sit back on her heels as her dearest friend in the world poked her head inside.

      “Janey?” Meg crossed the room in her bridesmaid’s gown and knelt beside Jane, pushing aside the mountain of Jane’s wedding tulle to sit. “I came as soon as I could, but I only just managed to keep the Montgomery ladies from calling upon you.” She shivered. “The pair of them are still as spoiled and rude as they were when we were young girls.” She grasped Jane’s hand. “I am so sorry.”

      Her tears rose once more. “I’m sorry too. My father convinced yours to invest in the prospect as well.”

      “Yes, but he only gambled a half a million.” Meg retrieved her handkerchief and gently dabbed away Jane’s tears. “My dress budget will only suffer for a season, maybe two, but that matters not one whit to me. I only care about you and the fact that Graham treated you like . . . like⁠—”

      “Like a business deal gone poorly?” Jane lifted her favorite of all of Graham’s letters—the very first he had sent her. She pointed to his little sketch of her at the ballroom when he first beheld her. She looked radiant in the sketch. She thought it captured how he viewed her. She felt special that the most desired bachelor of the season had singled her out. If her father’s venture had been successful, their family’s wealth would have surpassed even the Astor’s and Vanderbilt’s. “I thought he loved me.”

      Meg squeezed her hands. “You will find true love again, Jane. I know it.” She shook her head. “Though, I highly suspect that Graham never truly loved you. And to be honest, I always thought him undeserving of you.”

      Jane released a short laugh. “I am inclined to agree. But what do I do now? How will I find a real love? No gentleman in this city will ever look at me again, much less wish to court me without money to my name.”

      Meg sighed. “I wish I could disagree, but you and I both know the types of people our set belongs to. For the majority, we fix our gazes on obtaining more and more wealth. I believe in another city, though, you may have your knight in shining armor awaiting you.”

      Jane released a short laugh, laced with the bitterness of the day. “What other city? Are you spiriting me away on a Grand Tour?”

      Meg shook her head. “I wish that I could, dear friend. I wish that my money belonged to me and not to my father until I wed because I’d give it all to you, dearest Jane. I could beseech Papa, and he might say yes, but he is quite put out with your father at the moment. But I was referring to the message from one of your wedding guests that your father received while I was downstairs and⁠—”

      The door burst open once more, and Mother pointed to Jane on the floor. “You see? This is what your risk did for our family, Benjamin. And you expect me to abandon everything to move West in a matter of days? West!”

      Theo’s pale face appeared in the doorway, her body poised as if ready to run, if necessary, but curiosity over their fate, no doubt, compelled her little sister to listen as it did to Jane.

      “We have no other choice, Mildred. And we have a week. Thankfully, I know the bank owner.”

      “Well, thank goodness for small mercies,” Mother retorted. “A week to say farewell to a lifetime of friends? To my family?”

      “They won’t miss us that much for it is your parents who will not give me another dime.”

      “Because that portion of the family fortune belongs to my elder brother. You had my inheritance of millions, and you gambled it all away, Benjamin.” She pressed her lips into a thin line.

      “It was supposed to be a sure thing, not a gamble. How was I supposed to know that the diamond mines that I just purchased would dry up and that the diamonds I did manage to collect would sink along the coast?”

      “But why did you have to send all the merchant vessels on this speculation? You should not have invested so heavily, Benjamin.” Mother clenched her fists, her curls trembling in her effort to remain calm. “You even took the trusts that I set aside for our daughters. How did you even manage to access the funds without my signature?”

      “I forged it, as I have done for years, but what is done is done. We are moving and that is final.” Father nodded to Meg and had the decency to appear chastened, no doubt for what he had done to her family as well. “Please apologize to your father, Meg. I did not plan on this going so poorly.” He turned to Jane, determination hardening his expression.  “Plan on saying your goodbyes to your friends this week, Jane, but first, give me the ring.”

      Her eyes widened as he impatiently wiggled his fingers at her. “M-my ring?”

      “Yes, the engagement ring. Because Graham broke off the engagement, the ring is ours to sell, and we desperately need the funds for travel.”

      Meg gasped but she remained silent with her gaze on Jane, as if asking Jane if she would relinquish the one thing that could see her future secure.

      Jane twisted the lovely pear cut sapphire with tiny pearls surrounding the gem in the light. It had given her such joy and pride when Graham had presented it to her. She almost protested that she wished to give it back to Graham, but what was the use of fighting her father when he had that gleam in his eyes? Years of experience dictated no other opinion would win but his. Numb, she slipped it from her finger and dropped it into her father’s awaiting palm.

      “There’s a good girl. Tomorrow, sift through your things and pack whatever you can fit into two trunks. The creditors agreed to that much, as well as one heirloom jewel each and the possession of our oldest horse. The rest of our belongings and stock will have to be sold off. We leave in one week.”

      The knot in her chest eased that at least her old gelding, Phantom, would not be taken from her too. “Can we leave sooner?” Her cheeks burned at the thought of being in New York that long—receiving guests and well-wishers and gossip mongers alike. Lord, help me bear it.

      “I wish we could leave at once, but in order to get the best price for our things, I need to set up an auction,” Father patted her awkwardly atop the head. “You must be brave for a little longer, Janey.”

      Meg pulled Jane to her feet and embraced her as Mother and Father departed as soon as they appeared, slamming the door behind them. “You see?” Meg whispered, her voice trembling. “It could be the new beginning you need, dear friend. Maybe you will find a life away from your father after all.”

      “A new life.” Jane pulled away and ran her finger over Graham’s miniature picture. “I was going to have it with Graham.”

      Meg rested her hand atop Jane’s, covering the miniature. “I know this is not what you want, but perhaps the Lord is sparing you from a life with a man who values money more than his bride.” Her gaze flitted to the door.

      Like my parents. She lowered Graham’s picture into the box, packing away his letters and tokens of affection, her tears smearing the ink on the final letter—the one where he admitted his intentions. Her heart grew too heavy, and she leaned into her friend’s arms once more. If this was what a man’s love was like, she wanted nothing to do with it ever again.
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      Las Vegas, New Mexico

      

      Jane Cady gripped her gelding’s reins as she stared up at the ramshackle house on the edge of the dusty western town that was to be her home for the foreseeable future. It had only taken the morning of the wedding that never happened for her world to completely change. She, like her sister and Mother, stayed isolated during the waiting to leave, but the papers had taken the story to new heights and even fleeing west by train did not keep her safe from humiliation. The newspapers along the railway all bore headlines boasting of the Cady family’s fall from society. It was a relief to arrive to their new town before it awoke—at least no one had stared at them while they rolled up to their home with all their earthly possessions piled on the back of a wagon that followed the questionably old hack.

      The sunrise, though she normally considered it romantic on the balcony of their Newport cottage, did nothing to improve upon the abandoned house. It could have been beautiful a long time ago, save for the pieces of gingerbread molding hanging by a thread from the porch roof and broken steps leading up to the house that made it appear more suitable for ghosts than a family of four. But it was cheap, and the owner, Mr. Brady, had been more than happy to rent it out to them—at least that was what the current House Manager of the Harvey House’s Castañeda, a Mr. Perkins, had said in his telegram. Hopefully, the inside of the house was better—it was certainly no mansion on Madison Avenue . . . where she should have been living with Graham. No.

      She pushed away the thoughts of what should have been, but it was hard to accomplish given this morning, only ten days after her wedding that never happened, was supposed to be the voyage of her wedding trip to Italy. Would she ever see Venice again? Her grand tour was two years ago, and she had always planned to return for a wedding trip with the groom of her dreams.

      But, as the days between her disastrous wedding morning and the present stretched, she found that she did not miss Graham like she thought she would. She missed the freedom that a marriage with him could bring. Certainly, her ex-fiancé had been handsome and she the envy of the season, but had she really known Graham? Apparently not, given his flight from the altar—No! Do not mourn what you lost. Don’t think of the darling villa in Italy. You are lucky to have a holey, haunted roof over your head at all.

      She forced a smile and, fixing Phantom’s reins to the hitching post, turned to help her mother from the hired hack as Father helped with the bags while Theodora crossed her arms, refusing to remove herself from the bench seat, her opinion of their new address stated plainly on her face. Jane sighed, willing her smile to brighten. When Theodora took to one of her moods, it was best to be the voice of reason and hope.

      “I’m thankful the journey is over. Aren’t you, Mother?” Jane questioned with forced sunshine coating her words. “This has been quite the adventure thus far, hasn’t it, Theo? I wonder what we shall find inside? Perhaps some forgotten treasure, or perhaps some new bugs for you to study?”

      Theo’s brows lifted and she assessed the house once more, interest brightening her countenance as she gripped the side of the buggy and swung herself down. “You think so?” She plunked her hands on her hips and stared up. “Well, it couldn’t be more boring than the train.”

      “I’d rather we were still on the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe railroad than here. What a fall in status. From Fifth Avenue to a glorified shack on a street without a name,” Mother muttered, lifting her lace handkerchief to her nose as she gripped Jane’s arm and stared up at the house, her frown deepening. “Your father painted quite the field of wildflowers of this place, didn’t he? He even compared it to our summer cottage in Newport with its sprawling front porch—sprawling, indeed. Why, our garden sheds are in a better state than this.”

      As usual, Father exaggerated. What else should we expect? But Jane swallowed back the unkind truth that would do nothing but bring down Mother’s mood further. “With some work, it will be lovely, I’m sure.” Jane wasn’t sure, but what else could she say? It was better to burn the place to the ground than risk falling through the floorboards of the second floor?

      Jane held Mother’s elbow and assisted her up the steps that still bore flecks of white paint. With a fresh coat of paint, the house might be somewhat pretty again, and being on the outskirts of town, the porch did have a lovely view of the town of Las Vegas with the Gallinas foothills behind it. Jane maneuvered Mother away from the broken step and tried the doorknob. It swung open. She scrunched her nose at the musty odor. A broken window in the corner allowed morning sunlight to spill inside to reveal dust coating every surface and droppings in the corners of the room. She’d have to clean the droppings before her mother saw them.

      The hackney driver and his assistant dumped their trunks onto the porch. “Well, if I can’t convince you folks to stay at the Castañeda in town, I’ll be on my way. The missus makes a mean batch of flapjacks, and the boy and I don’t like ‘em when they get cold.”

      “Oh, I’ll be at the hotel shortly. I’m the new manager there.” Father clasped the driver on the shoulder as Mother cringed at the mention of the Harvey House, as she always did at the reminder of their fall. Father pressed a dollar into the man’s hand. “I thank you for your service. Enjoy your roast.”

      Jane barely hid her grimace at Father’s extravagant tip. This fall from grace and fortune would take time to get used to for them all—including adjusting their habit of tipping so generously.

      “Flapjacks,” the man muttered, but grinned at the dollar and tipped his hat to him.

      Jane strode inside, her skirts dragging across the wood floors, which lifted a cloud of dust that set them all to coughing, but Theo lifted her hem to cover her nose and ran straight up the stairs.

      “For goodness sake, drop your hem and use a handkerchief, Theo.” Mother cried after her. “And take care not to fall!”

      Father whisked out his handkerchief and handed it to Mother. “I know it needs a little cleaning, Mildred, but it’ll be as good as new in no time.”

      Mother pinched her nose shut with the handkerchief, disgust exuding her nasally voice, “Benjamin, there are more cobwebs than surfaces visible.”

      Father moved to the interior shutters and unlatched them, swinging them open wide. Light burst into the room making it less scary and more hideous all at once. “I know it’s a tad bit messy, and I’m sorry. Mr. Harvey offered to hire a girl to clean any place we decided to rent, but I told him that, uh, we had made other arrangements.”

      “Meaning, we couldn’t even afford to hire a girl, much less pay for this horrid little hovel,” Mother muttered.

      “There is only so much of my old friend’s generosity that I can accept, Mildred,” Father ignited the match and, with shaking hands, lit the wick. “Mr. Harvey did arrange for a crate of cleaning supplies to be left in the kitchen.”

      “A crate of—You were on the board that gave Fred Harvey permission to run his establishments on the railroad in the very beginning!” Mother sputtered. “If it hadn’t been for your vote⁠—”

      “Yes, but that was a long time ago. Fred was the one who made it a success. It was kind of him to offer me the job of House Manager when he saw what happened in the church—” At Mother’s trembling lip, he amended, “Well, it was kind of him to offer me the job when he already had a perfectly good manager in place.” Father opened two more shutters.

      A pounding on the stairs sounded and Theo burst into the parlor, her nose wrinkled in disgust. “It’s worse upstairs. Why couldn’t we stay at the Castañeda while this place is put to rights? Surely, the rooms can’t all be reserved in a town this size.”

      “You know how I feel about that place, Theodora. It is bad enough that your father is forced to work such a menial job to see us through this rough patch, but to stay there and have everyone know who we are and why we are there—it’s all too much for me to bear.”

      Theo ran her finger over the remaining rippled wallpaper that had large sections ripped away. “And where are we supposed to sleep tonight?”

      Mother lifted her chin. “Yes, Benjamin. I can’t imagine there being beds with fresh linens ready for our use? You know how exhausted I have been lately.”

      “That was when you were planning the wedding,” Theo interjected. “You shouldn’t be so tired anymore.” She glanced at Jane and grimaced, as if realizing her insensitivity. “Sorry, Jane.”

      Jane shrugged. “I can consider it the one boon with this adventure—Mother can recover in peace.”

      Mother blinked. “In peace where?” She gestured to the single piece of furniture in the parlor, a chaise lounge with a spring dangling out of the middle and tufts of cotton and straw sticking out of it.

      “There are mattresses on the floor upstairs,” Theo piped up.

      “I can secure a few pieces of furniture in town,” Jane interjected. “But, with so little furniture, it shouldn’t be too hard to prepare the house for our occupancy.”

      “It will take some cleaning, but, uh, I am afraid I cannot help.” Father lifted his bowler hat, flapping it before his cheeks, though Jane couldn’t imagine how he could be hot in the freezing home. “I promised to arrive at the Castañeda as early as possible, and the new shift of Harvey Girls take over at six in the morning.”

      “And who is going to do this cleaning while you are surrounded by these waitresses, Benjamin?”

      Theo darted back up the stairs and Jane escaped onto the front porch as they both sensed Mother and Father were about to have a rather loud discussion. Jane leaned against the railing and stared out at the little town of Las Vegas with the sun glinting off the tin roofs. Lord, I know this is not what I dreamed of, or my family, but maybe this is for the best. Will You give me a new dream? Something even better than I imagined with Graham.

      The gentle trill of a robin in the cedar tree to the right of the porch soothed her heart. Perhaps she packed the bird book in her trunk? If there weren’t many socials out here, perhaps she could study birds. And when I tire of that, I can start my collection of cats. She lifted the lid of her green trunk and rifled through the contents, pausing when she found Meg’s departing gift that Jane had promised to open in her new home.

      Pulling away the pretty red paper, she found a dictionary of flowers. On the inside cover, Meg had slipped a note.

      
        
        Dearest Jane,

        These dictionaries have become all the rage in London. I meant to give this to you as a wedding present so we could speak in code through our letters, as Mother still insists on reading every note from you, but consider this an early Christmas present. Use this to interpret the silent meanings of your score of suitors’ bouquets and write me back using blooms as a way of letting me know how you are and if a gentleman has caught your eye. As for me, I am hopeful of meeting a count on my grand tour. May we have a gladiolus moment! Our futures are bright, dear Jane.

        Take heart,

        Meg

      

      

      Jane flipped through the dictionary and felt her somber mood fall from her shoulders as she looked up the flower in Meg’s letter, giggling that it meant, “Love at First Sight.” She snorted. As if that would ever happen to me. She closed the book with a sigh. Flowers from suitors seem like a lifetime ago already.

      Father burst through the door, slamming his hat atop his head as he muttered something about divas under his breath and charged down the road without even a glance to Jane.

      Straightening her shoulders and pushing herself to standing, Jane closed the lid of her trunk and resolved to stay strong as she set about for the kitchen, but no crate was atop the counter or wooden table with its single remaining chair. Opening a few cupboards, she found a cluster of abandoned cans of food, excessive mouse droppings and tufts of dust bunnies. At the fifth cabinet, she discovered the crate with its promised rags and soaps, along with a sturdy bucket. She twisted about and found the hand pump in the kitchen, but as the stove was dormant, she’d have to do her cleaning with cold water.

      Pumping the water and carrying the supplies up the stairs had her in a sweat before she even began cleaning the master bedroom upstairs. She planted her hands on her hips and surveyed the room. It was far smaller than even Theo’s room back home, but at least it would take less time for her to clean and make certain that Mother would have a decent place to rest and escape the dust.

      The room took hours to clean, and she was nearly finished with her and Theo’s bedroom when a cry made her almost drop the bucket of water she had just hauled upstairs. She set it aside and sped to the second-floor landing, leaning over the railing to find Mother standing at the front door with a basket on her arm and a hand pressed to her lace jabot.

      “Mother? What’s wrong?” She gritted her teeth. Please don’t say you saw a mouse.

      “Your father forgot his lunch.”

      Jane sagged on the railing, the fear draining her limbs, leaving her exhausted and strained. “Mother, he is working at the Castañeda. They have the finest food in the West.”

      “Yes, but this is the last of the cheese he loves with those fine imported crackers.” Her cheeks pinked as she dipped her head. “And, well, I don’t like how we parted this morning.”

      “Then, why don’t you bring it to him and tell him yourself?” Jane gestured back to the room she had been cleaning. “I have so much more left to do.”

      “In my condition?” She ran a hand over her skirts. “I have been travelling for two days to get here, and you haven’t even drawn the hot water for my bath.”

      “The stove is dormant, Mother.” She worried her bottom lip. “Maybe Father knows how to start the fire, and you could take a bath when he returns.”

      “Even if I didn’t bathe, it would take me hours to prepare myself with a cold sponge bath. No, you must go into town on my behalf to convey my regret.”

      “Regret . . .for?” Jane prompted. Sending me to a restaurant with a basket of far inferior food?

      Mother pinched the bridge of her nose. “Jane, it is enough that I am conveying any sort of regret after how your father lost all our funds and dragged me away from my family and friends. I am getting angry again just thinking about how he lied to us, manipulated me, and⁠—”

      “Very well.” Jane sighed and clomped down the stairs. “I will bring him the cheese and crackers.”

      “Thank you.” Mother handed over the basket. “And be sure he eats. He gets so caught up in whatever shiny task that has caught his attention and forgets such tedious, mundane things as eating.” Though her words were harsh, her tone betrayed her affection for Father. “And we know how cranky he can get when he doesn’t eat. We would not want him to embarrass himself with his staff by speaking words in hunger that he would regret later.”

      “Certainly. It is not as if bringing cheese to a country-wide lauded restaurant is humiliating or anything of the sort,” Jane muttered as she collected her hat from the kitchen.

      “And if it is, you have been through worse,” Theo supplied from the kitchen where she was rubbing the soot from the windows.

      Jane forced a smile. “Yes, Theo, I’ve been through worse. Thank you for reminding me.”

      Theo dropped her arm, twisting the filthy rag in her hands. “I wasn’t trying⁠—”

      “I know.” Jane lifted her hand, staying her little sister’s apology. While she was a little spoiled, Theo did love her. “Thank you for cleaning without being asked.”

      Theo shrugged. “It’s fun to do something I was never allowed to try at our old house.”

      Jane laughed. “Well, if you think this is fun, you should finish cleaning our bedroom while I see to this.”

      Theo’s eyes sparkled as she shot to her feet. “I won’t let you down.”

      Jane kissed Theo’s cheek. “I know you won’t. Besides, neither one of us knows how to clean, so you will likely do just as good of a job as me.” She wove her hat pin through her chapeau and snagged the basket from Mother as she rushed out the door.

      Phantom stamped his foot at the rail and her heart sunk. The gelding had been tied up for nearly four hours.

      Her stomach sank at her accidental neglect. She darted inside and retrieved the spare wooden bucket and pumped water into it, hauling it outside. She grunted from the effort and set down the sloshing bucket before the horse and made certain the reins were long enough for him to drink. “Sorry, my boy.” She shook her head. “I am too used to servants seeing to our needs, I suppose I neglected to remember that you would need care by me.” She ran her hand over his mane. She ached to ride Phantom over the foothills in the distance, but her mother’s errand stilled the desire. She was no longer the carefree heiress of last week. “I wish I could ride you, but I don’t have time to change into a riding habit and saddle you up. I promise to find you oats and a good brushing when I return. I will ask Father where to bring you for your care.” She kissed his nose and trailed her fingers down his spine as she hurried down the dusty road toward town.

      They were only a few minutes’ walk to the first building on the outskirts of town, and she could see that Las Vegas had already come alive since they had driven through it. A few women walked along the boardwalk, children in hand. Jane nodded to each in passing, thinking it must be the small-town thing to do and was met with warm smiles in return. She stepped off the boardwalk into the main street, trying to recall the direction they had come from this morning.

      All she had to do was find the railroad and its brick platform, and then she would find the Castañeda. It was directly behind it. She remembered passing a saloon, which had still been going strong at that early hour. The tinkling keys of a piano drew her attention when the thundering of hooves sounded and she whirled around as lowing filled the air, dust swirling and rising above the roof as sharp whistles split the air.

      Horns rounded the corner—attached to massive cows. Or are they called steer? But the steer didn’t veer away as she expected. The cattle are allowed on the main road? She gasped, scrambling to gather her skirts in one hand, while keeping the basket upright. She tried to dodge back toward the safety of the boardwalk, but the massive cattle with long horns were already upon her. One day. I lasted one day in the Wild West. She sidestepped left and right in the most complicated diamond of the first water dance of her life, weaving until one of the cows stepped on her hem. She jerked back, attempting to wrench her skirts, and the long-horned beast beside her knocked off her pretty hat. She screamed. Lord, deliver me!

      A strong hand grasped her under the arm and jerked upward. She was suspended in the air for a breath, then two, until she was slammed into something hard, yet gentle, as a strong arm wrapped about her waist, securing her to the rider. She twisted to look up at her rescuer. The sun shone down on a Stetson, bathing the man in a heavenly glow. She blinked, finding a cowboy, a real live cowboy, bearing a fierce scowl. He was the most ruggedly handsome man she had ever seen. With piercing blue eyes and dark hair curling out from his tan hat, he could have easily been on the cover of her sister’s dime novels.

      The steer charged about his horse, and he expertly wove his steed through the beasts, cutting and releasing whistles until they were at the back of the herd, the dust finally settling and he turned his full, remorseful gaze on her.
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        * * *

      

      Wade Sterling gazed down at the woman in a turquoise-colored gown draped over his lap atop the saddle. He swallowed. With her chocolate curls with a hint of red cascading out of her low coiffure, she was the most beautiful woman he ever beheld—and his brother’s newly purchased cattle had nearly run her over. “I am so sorry, miss. My brothers cleared the path—I thought they did anyway. Are you hurt?”

      “No, thanks to you, sir.” She offered him a small smile and lifted the basket from her lap. “Not even my basket was harmed. Though, I did fear the worst there for a moment. How did you lift me with one hand and from your position atop your mount?”

      He shrugged. “You are a little thing. Weren’t hard to do.”

      Her cheeks tinted at his words.

      Did he say something wrong? She was little, but he had practically no experience talking with a lady. “Did I hurt you? I’m used to hoisting up my dog, but uh, I ain’t never done so with a woman.” He glanced down at his blue coonhound, who circled back from the herd and sat on his haunches, his tail wagging as he panted.

      “You were surprisingly gentle.” She smiled up at him.

      His heart stuttered. “Uh, good.”

      “Though, I feel rather foolish for needing to be hoisted up in the first place, but I’m ever so thankful you were there.”

      “Me too.” He slid off the saddle and reached up for her. Her petite hands splayed on his shoulders, and he lifted her from his horse’s back. “My brothers shouted the warning. Did you not hear it or the hooves?”

      Her cheeks tinted again. “I was too distracted with trying to find the railroad tracks to notice.”

      His brows lifted. “You from out of town?” Not that I would know or recognize half the folks in Las Vegas. But, if he had ever seen her before, Wade would have remembered.

      She nodded. “I was trying to find the Castañeda.”

      He pointed down the road. “That way. It’s right by the railway that runs parallel with the mountains. We were bringing the herd from the station by an unexpected route. There was something blocking our original path. I can walk you to the hotel. Is that where you are staying?”

      She shook her head as she fell into step with him.

      She sure was quiet. But maybe she took after his new sister-in-law Corinna, who was quiet at first and slowly opened up as time passed. He caught her eyeing his horse. “You like horses?”

      “Like?” She shook her head. “No, I live and breathe horses.”

      “Me too.” He ran his hands down Lone Star’s mane. “I’m a horse rancher and live up the mountains.” Why was he offering so much information? He never did so. But this little bit of a woman had him stumbling over himself. Was he boring her? He clamped his mouth shut. He pointed to the massive brick building. “There it is. Have a good day, miss, and I’m glad you didn’t get trampled.”
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