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      Thank you, Mor-Mor (Grandma — Mother’s Mother in Swedish), for showing me that synchronized swimming could be an amazing hobby at any age. You inspired me to keep exploring life and finding joy in the beauty of dancing in the water.
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      This story, the third in the Queen of the Rockies series, celebrates a glorious time in the 1890s as well as women’s rights and the pioneers that paved the roads for us. In Charles A. Broadwater’s case, he literally created the transportation network starting in 1862, with goods serving miners and military by wagons. Then, he helped build the railroads in Montana, too.

      It’s an honor to feature this great man who spent thirty years building an infrastructure, banking, and tourism to help us become the state we are today and still be known as a kind and gracious person. How blessed we are, others went before us. When the colonel passed, over 5,000 people came to pay their respects from all over the state—a significant percentage of the population of Montana at the time. Would that my life could have such an impact!

      Though it’s unknown to me whether the Broadwater Natatorium had any swimming teams or instruction, because of the era I’m assuming/creating them for the purpose of story. The first women’s competitions began in Europe in 1890-91. The first synchronized swimming teams were called ornamental or scientific (lifesaving techniques). They used more floating routines than diving, flips, or intense underwater tricks that we see today. Those additions came a few years later as my favorite sport developed into a beautiful water ballet that my grandmother performed as a hobby. Then I did, too. The athleticism is difficult and incredible!

      The Hotel Broadwater and Natatorium were real places. But they’ve been relegated to the mists of time, much like Camelot, becoming a bit larger than life in Montana history. But that blend of myth and mystery are well deserved.

      Charles A. Broadwater is a major figure in Montana history. His family and his incredible business successes are also real. But again, for the sake of story, I’ve taken literary license in creating swimming teams his daughter might participate in (Wilder’s skill-level in the water, any or none, is unknown to me) and any dialogue is my fictional invention. I’ve tried to remain true to historical facts about the life and death of this beloved Montanan and his creation, the Hotel Broadwater and Natatorium. If you’d like more information on it, be sure to read the Travel Tips at the back of this book. I’ll note a few research aids used to prepare for this fun journey back in time. Please grant me grace where fiction takes over from fact in creating this story for you. Put yourself in that space and time. See the era, society, and people through the lens of history and not the modern way of life.

      
        
        Thank you for going on the journey with me,

        Angela Breidenbach
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      Late winter, 1892, Helena, MT

       

      Delphina O’Connor ran to the edge of the plunge. “Kick up!” Was that Mr. Broadwater’s daughter in the deep end? Delphina strained to see in the darker waters of the deep end. The electric lamplight didn’t quite reach far enough to tell who fell in, but she wasn’t succeeding in getting out! The young girl thrashed against the heavy woolen skirt of her swim costume. She couldn’t keep her head above the hot springs pumped into the monstrous indoor pool.

      Grabbing the pole hook from the wall, Delphina stretched out as far as she could. But soon the youngster would no longer break the surface to see the lifesaver. “Calm down, grab on!”

      Panicking, she took in more water than air. Terror overtook the waterlogged child as she thrashed and knocked the pole away. Delphina couldn’t get hold of the swim outfit either. It slipped off the hook each time the girl twisted. The girl’s hands couldn’t reach the surface in the twelve-foot depths, and she was fatiguing fast.

      Bubbles.

      Knowing how to swim wouldn’t help when both woolen skirts would drag them down. But she had to try. “Help! I need help!” A quick glance around proved no one else had entered the natatorium yet. Did no one hear her scream?

      She threw the pole hook on the deck, took a deep breath, and jumped. Warm water sucked her under as she swam hard. She kept her eyes on the dark, descending figure as the girl went limp. Kicking her swimming slippers as hard as she could, Delphina managed to get a hand on the girl’s billowing sleeve and yanked at the material. But she couldn’t budge the weight of sopping wool more than a smidgeon. The girl was closer to Delphina’s size than she’d realized. Both costumes swirled around them like the jellyfish in an inky dark ocean.

      She pointed her shoulders at the plunge wall and kicked harder, with every ounce of effort in her being, until her legs burned and her arms felt numb. For a moment, the surface tickled at her face, but Delphina couldn’t stretch above it to catch the air she needed to propel them both to safety and gulped half water with the oxygen. Delphina willed her body, and the one she towed upward. Instead of surfacing for air, the two sank further toward the bottom. The skylights retreating into pinpoints of blurred light. Burning lungs, a screaming cough clawing at her throat, Delphina refused to let go of the adolescent.

      Muscular arms closed around her torso from behind and thrust her toward the surface. Still, she wouldn’t release the ruffle her fingers clutched. Up. Up. More arms grabbed at hers and fought to pry the limp girl away as liquid gave way to air.

      Delphina sucked in half a stomach full of water as she gasped for life a moment too soon. Then she choked, coughed, and heaved out what she’d taken in. Nose burning, ragged gasps, and more coughing racked her ribs until she fell exhausted on the pool deck, trembling from the exertion. A shadow fell on her face, blocking the natural light from the natatorium’s windows high above.

      A man’s voice directed towards the skirmish further down the planked deck. “Arms above her head. Press her stomach.” He called orders to others even as the man’s big hands thrust Delphina’s arms above her head. “Turn her over and get the water out of her.” He flipped Delphina like a rag doll and spanned her back with one hand. He waited for a breath, then flapjacked her back and watched her face for signs of life. Seeming satisfied, he stood and turned to supervise the boys following his lifesaving orders.

      The shadow man moved away, leaving Delphina sprawling on the pool deck in the least ladylike manner, skirts as scattered as driftwood. Lifting to her elbows, Delphina watched Wilder spew more water than a body should be able to hold. But she survived! Delphina lay back and thanked God. She took a deep breath, grateful for the other rescuers and the sweet feeling of dry air moving in and out of her chest.

      Her rescuer returned. “What do you think you two were doing swimming in the deep end in those costumes?”

      She’d feel much more comfortable if the man’s features were visible. After all, he’d had his hands all over her. But the light pouring in from the windows above produced backlighting, drowning his face in shadows. “What?” Delphina’s head throbbed, and her ears needed unclogging.

      He fired off another question like dynamite near the mines. “Don’t you know better?”

      She squeezed her burning eyes and blinked a few times, trying to distinguish more about the man towering above than the outline of his legs askew, fists jammed on hips. His darker hair dripped down on her like rain spattering saturated ground. As her vision adjusted to the ethereal illusions of color in geometric patterns created by the immense stain glass windows, electric lamps, and arced cathedral ceilings inside the natatorium, his angry eyes crackled like lightning over the Montana mountains.

      “What?” She shook her head and blinked hard as she threw the heavy braid behind her shoulder. The length and weight of the sopping plait so great it slapped the wooden floor like a mop.

      “I said,” he paused, creating a stern effect, “you obviously need to return to your governesses. The two of you almost drowned.”

      Governesses? “I don’t need a governess. I am—”

      “If you can’t avoid danger by yourself, then you must be under the care of an adult.”

      Enough. Only her first day in position and already a near drowning incident. Delphina shoved to her shaking knees and then to standing. The heavy skirts of the swimming costume threatened to drag her right back down. Planting her hands on her hips as he’d done, she snapped back, “I am an adult, sir, and I’ll have you know—”

      “Adults don’t behave irresponsibly.” He glared at her.

      She wanted to scream at this insulting stranger. Then she remembered he’d saved not only her life, but also Wilder’s. The girl who was in her care and the daughter of her new employer. She closed her eyes and deliberately lowered her hands to her sides with a long, long inhale and exhale. “First, let me say thank you.”

      “Don’t. Just be more careful.” He called to the dozen or so gathered around them. “Boys, let’s get all this gear cleaned up and ready for laps.”

      She tightened her lips against her teeth. Teeth that wanted to bite all of a sudden at his imperial tone. “Sir, I was not irresponsible. I was, in fact, trying to save Miss Broadwater.”

      His head jerked back in surprise. For a moment, his handsome face registered astonishment… and then he chuckled. The chuckle rippled into an all-out laugh, thundering as it echoed in the cavernous building.

      Delphina’s face rushed with warmth. “That’s quite enough, sir. You may have saved our lives.” She looked around at the other dripping young men gathered around them. “But you have no right to insult either one of us. Exactly who are you anyway?”

      “Hugh Thomas, the swimming instructor, luckily for you. And you would be?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Ah, the swimming instructor for the men.” What a chauvinist! “I would be the scientific and ornamental swimming instructress for the women.”

      The man’s eyebrows lifted. “The what?” He jolted with a laugh and then sobered when he took a look at the group helping Wilder Broadwater. He shook his head, flinging water droplets around them. “Then I’ll suggest you be replaced immediately.”

      She gasped. Unfortunately, as she did, the water still streaming from her hair sucked into her windpipe. Coughing the water out of her lungs doubled Delphina over and delayed the dramatic delivery she’d planned.

      She pointed a finger at him until she rose to standing. To her surprise, he waited. “You’ll do no such thing!” Her words would be so much more convincing if she didn’t cough through the water streaming down her face from the mass of tangled hair.

      “Just get it all out.” He landed several smart slaps on her back, causing more hacking than necessary, in Delphina’s opinion. “You’ll feel much better.”

      “You—” She held up a hand, signaling for him to stop and jammed the other against the unexpected sharp stitch in her side. “Don’t touch me!” Her words came out more like a hoarse tom cat.

      He walked away. “Miss Broadwater, let’s get you to a chair.” As he gently sat the teary girl on a chair, one of the many young men grabbed and deposited nearby. “Towels? Let’s get some towels around these girls.”

      Delphina’s eyes widened. He could be kind to Antoinette Wilder Broadwater, but not to the woman who tried to save her life? What an impolite heathen! Then the warmth of a towel wrapped around Delphina, and a gangly boy propelled her to another chair near Wilder’s.

      She looked up and nodded her appreciation. “Thank you.”

      He answered with a kind voice, “My pleasure, miss.”

      Hugh’s directions scrambled the group into action as they cleaned the deck of lifesaving equipment. “Frankie, throw on a dry robe and fetch Miss Broadwater’s parents. They’ll want to know immediately.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Thomas.” The boy that’d been caring for Delphina bobbed his head and took off to his errand.

      What was he, all of fourteen? Still, he had more manners than his uncouth instructor. But Wilder had been given into her care this afternoon. “I’ll get your mother, Wilder.” Delphina rose, but the low chair caught at her swimming costume. She fell forward, catching herself on the heels of her hands, preventing her face from smacking into the wood deck, but splayed on the ground in a most unladylike fashion—again.

      “Miss O’Connor!” Wilder called. “Are you all right?”

      The next second, strong hands clasped around her waist and hauled her up to her feet like a pile of laundry. “Go on, Frankie. I have this under control.”

      Delphina closed her eyes to stop the tears of both pain and embarrassment, as she pressed hot, stinging hands against the cooler folds of the wet swim skirt. “Thank you,” she swallowed her pride. “Thank you, again.” Delphina could not bring herself to offer even a polite smile.

      He stood too close, hands still on her waist, and leaned down to her ear so only she could hear him. “I fear dance instructor is not a good idea either.” His chuckle tickled the skin behind her ear.

      Why did his voice sing in her veins?
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