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            THE PACE QUICKENED AND HEATHER HAD A DIFFICULT TIME FOLLOWING BRANDON’S LEAD.



      “I have an idea. Why don’t you stand on the toes of my shoes, and I’ll guide you through the steps one more time. That way

         you’ll be able to follow the motion of my body to anticipate the turns.”

      


      With his hands placed firmly on the small of her back, he pulled her in to him until she was flush with his body. Intense

         heat infused her entire being, and she started to object.

      


      “Come on, Heather, you wouldn’t tolerate such resistance from  your students, would you?”

      


      Tentatively, she placed the balls of her feet onto his toes. “Is this what you mean?” Her voice sounded shrill, and she hoped

         he couldn’t detect her nervousness.

      


      He inhaled the sweet rose-petal scent of her hair, felt the soft crush of full, firm breasts against his chest, and sighed.

         “Yes. You’re doing it exactly right.”
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      “A CHARMING, RADIANT ROMANCE THAT WILL LIFT AND CAPTURE YOUR SPIRIT AND YOUR HEART.”


      —Romantic Times


      “EXCELLENT… A WONDERFUL, WARM, AND WITTY TALE with just the right blend of adventure and tenderness. Once you pick it up,

         you won’t put it down.”

      


      —Dorothy Garlock on Mail Order Outlaw


      “A HILARIOUS, SENSUAL, FAST-PACED ROMP. DELICIOUS!”


      —Elaine Barbieri, author of More Precious Than Gold on Phantom Lover
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         To Judy DeBerry—sales rep. extraordinaire.

      


      Thanks for being my fan, my friend, and now my
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            PROLOGUE


      Salina, Kansas, Summer 1883


      “Is he dead yet?”


      Heather glanced up at the tear-stained face of her sister Rose, then back down at their father lying on the bed. For three

         days she and her two younger sisters had kept constant vigil by Ezra Martin’s bedside. Doc Spooner had told them a week ago

         to expect the worst. Ezra’s stomach ailment—most likely a cancer—had spread.

      


      Before Heather could reply, her father’s eyelids opened, and his blue eyes, bright in contrast to his ashen complexion, focused

         on Rose’s anguished face.

      


      “Quit wringin’ your hands, Rose Elizabeth. I ain’t dead yet. And I don’t much appreciate your hurrying me off to meet my maker.”


      “Pa, I’m… ” Rose stifled a sob and looked away.


      “Hush, child,” Ezra whispered, reaching for his youngest daughter’s hand. Of all his girls, Rose looked the most like his

         beloved Adelaid, and it gave his heart a painful little 

         twist, for he knew it wouldn’t be much longer until he’d be meeting up again with sweet Adelaid in Heaven.

      


      He wasn’t sorry he had to go, though the thought of leaving his children alone lay heavily on his conscience. He hadn’t done

         much for them in this lifetime. The farm barely eked out an existence, and Ezra knew it wasn’t a place for three lovely, intelligent

         young women to spend the remainder of their days.

      


      Dying gave a man wisdom, and recently he’d reached some conclusions. He was going to set things right for his girls.


      Ignoring the pain in his gut, Ezra took a deep breath and turned his attention to his eldest child. Heather stared down at

         him, her face etched with grave concern, and he heaved a sigh of relief. She could be counted on to carry out his wishes.

      


      Heather was used to being in charge; the girls always followed her lead. Since Adelaid’s death nine years ago, the chore of

         raising the girls had fallen upon her slender shoulders. And she’d done a downright admirable job.

      


      Ezra cleared his throat. “Where’s Laurel? I want to speak to all of you at once. I don’t have enough breath to chew my cabbage

         twice.”

      


      Heather sensed the urgency in her father’s voice and exchanged a worried look with Rose before ordering her to fetch Laurel.

         She was outside, hanging up the wash and likely engaged in some fantasy about singing at a fancy opera house.

      


      Heather didn’t blame Laurel for dreaming about a better life. Living in a sod hut in the middle of a Kansas wheat farm left

         a lot to be desired. She lifted her gaze to the ceiling, then sighed with relief that no snakes or mice were slithering down

         from above. Rodents and vermin were a constant problem, and the grass roof gave easy access into their three-room abode, which

         had passed for a house these many years.

      


      Pa always said he was going to build a real house one day, with a wood-shingled roof and smooth plaster walls. But there never

         was enough money. And though Ezra’s inten

         tions  were always of the purest sort, his bank account never allowed him to carry out his plan.

      


      Heather reached for her father’s hand, holding on to his gnarled fingers tightly. Her father couldn’t give them an abundance

         of material things. But he did give them love, and a great deal of encouragement to pursue their dreams, and for that she

         would always count herself rich.

      


      “I’ll need your strength, Heather. I’ll need you to help me convince the others that what I’m about to suggest is the right

         thing to do.”

      


      “Hush, Pa,” she said, brushing back the graying, sweat-streaked hair from his forehead. “You’re not going to die. And you

         mustn’t talk as if you are. It’s bad luck to tempt the devil.”

      


      Ezra gave a weak little cough that could almost have passed for a laugh. “Child, the devil and me go way back, but I think

         I’m headin’ for Heaven. No man who’s produced such beautiful daughters could be denied access.”

      


      Before Heather could respond, Rose and Laurel entered.


      Laurel rushed to her father’s bedside, blinking back tears that threatened to drown them all. “I’m here, Papa. I came as soon

         as Rose fetched me.”

      


      He acknowledged his golden-haired daughter with a nod. “I don’t have much time left, girls, and I’d just as soon not waste

         it by listening to you and that fool Doc Spooner assuring me that I’m going to live to a ripe old age. I’m ready to meet my

         maker, but before I go there are things that need settlin’. I’ve been doing a lot of thinkin’ about what will happen to you

         girls after I’m gone.”

      


      “You know we’ll be fine, Pa,” Rose interjected with the confident air that was so much a part of her nature. “We have the

         farm. It’ll see us through.”

      


      “Three hundred acres and a sod hut ain’t much for a man to bequeath to his family upon his death, but it’s all I got. But

         that don’t mean that I have to leave it as it is.”

      


      Heather’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “You’re not making much sense, Pa. How can you not leave it as it is? There’s no

         way to change it.”

      


            “You girls deserve more in life than this miserable pile of dirt.” He squeezed Heather’s hand gently and with a great deal

         of love in his voice said, “You’ve got a rare talent with your picture drawin’ and such. I wouldn’t want you to waste it.

         And, Laurel… well, you’ve got your dreams about singing at a grand opera house someday.” He and the good Lord knew that she

         didn’t have the voice to match the dream, but he never mentioned that to his impetuous daughter.

      


      With a sigh he turned to stare at the pretty, plump face of Rose, the youngest, who at eighteen was also the wisest. “I know

         my decision’s goin’ to be the hardest on you, Rose Elizabeth. I know you’d like nothin’ better than to stay on this farm and

         work the land. You’re too much like me for your own good.”

      


      “I love this farm, Pa.”


      “I know that, child, but this farm don’t love you or anyone else for that matter, which is why I’ve decided to sell it.”


      “Sell it!” Rose’s hand flew to her throat and a horrified look crossed her face.


      Shaking her head, Heather cast her sister a warning look, and anything else Rose was going to say was swallowed up in stunned

         silence.

      


      “I’ve put aside some money over the years. It ain’t much, but it’ll be enough to serve as a dowry for you three girls. It

         was something I promised Addy I’d do. And though it was mighty rough at times, I kept my promise to your mama. God rest her

         soul.”

      


      “A dowry!” Laurel exclaimed. “You mean like for marriage? I don’t want to get married, Papa. I want to be an opera singer.”


      Heather empathized with her sister. She didn’t want to get married either. She wanted to become an illustrator. That had been

         her dream ever since her mother had bought her her first pad of paper and a pencil. But she’d given her father her word that

         she would help convince her sisters of his wisdom, and she intended to do just that. Though she wasn’t quite certain just

         how.

      


            “Girls,” she said finally, ignoring the shocked expressions on their faces. “Let’s give Pa a chance to explain.”


      Ezra took several deep, painful breaths before he continued. “As miserable as this piece of land is, it’s got to be worth

         something to somebody. As soon as I’m laid to rest—” he shook his head before any protestations could be voiced, “I want Heather

         to put the farm up for sale. With the money I’ve saved for your dowries, I want you girls to go your separate ways and pursue

         your dreams.”

      


      “But, Pa, I don’t have no dream other than staying here on the farm!” Rose wailed, wringing her hands.


      “I know that, Rose Elizabeth, which is why you’re goin’ to travel back East and attend one of them fancy finishing schools.

         They’ll teach you to become a proper lady. You’ll learn so much you’ll be able to teach school one day. A genteel, educated

         woman has a much better chance of finding herself a rich husband.”

      


      “But… ”


      “I’m askin’ you to do this for me, Rose. It’s my dying wish.”


      The hand that grasped hers was large, gnarled, and liver spotted with age and infirmity, but it offered love and solace. Rose

         hesitated only momentarily before squeezing it, wishing she could somehow transfer her health and vitality to the dying man

         she cared for so deeply, whose death would create a void she would never be able to fill.

      


      “Yes, Pa,” she whispered, blinking back tears of despair.


      “Laurel, you’ll take your money and study singing. There’ll be plenty of opportunities to meet a man of wealth at an opera

         house. Them refined gents always frequent those types of places.”

      


      Despite the somberness of the occasion, Laurel couldn’t keep the joy she felt from lighting her face. Singing lessons. Opera

         houses. Marriage to a wealthy patron of the arts. Well, two out of three wasn’t bad. and if she wasn’t able to find a wealthy

         husband… 

      


      Finally, Ezra turned his attention back to Heather. “You’ve got lots of talent, child,” he told her. “Mr. Pickens 

         down at the  Salina Sentinel says you should be able to find work painting portraits of well-to-do families. That could lead to a marriage proposal.”

      


      Heather did her best not to grimace. Portrait painting was too tedious and boring. She wanted excitement. She wanted to illustrate

         for a big-city newspaper or magazine.

      


      And she wanted to see the ocean. The real ocean. Not the waves of Kansas wheat she’d watched ebb and flow for most of her

         twenty-two years.

      


      “I could go to San Francisco,” she suggested, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice. The city had been born for an

         extravagant destiny, and Heather had no doubt that hers led there as well. “The California gold rush left lots of rich men.”

         And there was an abundance of newspaper publishers, though she didn’t mention that fact.

      


      “Then that’s that,” Ezra stated, a look of serenity settling over his face. “I’ll be able to die in peace now, knowin’ my

         three girls are going to be well taken care of and content.”

      


      Heather, Rose, and Laurel exchanged knowing glances with one another, then looked down at their father and smiled reassuringly.


      “Yes, Pa,” they chorused. “You can rest easy now.”


   

      


            CHAPTER 1


      San Francisco, California, Late Summer 1883


      “Are you deaf as well as dumb, miss? You come here yesterday asking for work, and I told you then, I ain’t hirin’ no woman

         illustrators. Now get yourself gone.  The Ledger don’t hire women.”

      


      Heather gasped when the large man grasped her arm, forcing her from the newspaper office building to deposit her shaking body

         on the street.

      


      Her body filled with fury. No bald-headed Neanderthal man was going to treat her like a second-class citizen, especially in

         broad daylight, and in front of strangers, no less. She looked about her at the curious faces, silently daring anyone to say

         a word about her humiliation.

      


      She was Heather Martin from Salina, Kansas. And she had talent, dammit. She knew it, too. Trouble was, no one else in this

         unfriendly town did, and it didn’t look like anyone was going to give her the opportunity to prove it.

      


      “Mule-headed barbarian,” she called out, stifling the urge 

         to march back into the building and crack her art portfolio over the man’s head. Her comment produced a chorus of laughs from

         passersby, and Heather suddenly realized that she was making a spectacle of herself—something she had always cautioned her

         two younger sisters never to do.

      


      Good Lord, Heather thought,  I’ve only been in town a day and I’m already providing fodder for the gossip mill. What a sterling way to begin my new life

            and career. Keep it up, and maybe my name and face will be plastered across the front pages of the papers I want to work for: HEATHER MARTIN TAKES SAN FRANCISCO BY STORM AND DROWNS IN HER OWN STUPIDITY.

      


      Heather’s temper had cooled slightly by the time she returned to her lodgings at Mrs. Murphy’s boardinghouse. Actually, her

         pique was slowly working into a full-blown depression. As she stared out her window at the gray hills in the distance, she

         wondered if she would ever realize her dream of working for a newspaper. The possibility seemed remote.

      


      A foghorn groaned its eerie warning at the same time as a knock sounded at the door. Heather met a smiling, apple-cheeked

         Mrs. Murphy, whose arms were full of fresh-smelling white towels.

      


      “Good afternoon, miss. I’ve brought some clean linens. I’m sorry the room wasn’t quite ready upon your arrival yesterday.

         I try to keep things neat as a pin for my guests, but my back’s been ailing me, and I didn’t get all the laundry done as I

         should have.”

      


      “No need to apologize, Mrs. Murphy.” Heather smiled reassuringly, ushering the stout woman into the small, clean room.


      Mrs. Murphy kept her house as tidy as her person. There wasn’t a speck of dirt on the white apron that circled her thick waist.


      “Your home is far grander than what I’ve been used to,” Heather admitted, thinking that she hadn’t had the pleasure 

         of  having a bedroom all to herself since she was a small child.

      


      Her compliment obviously pleased the red-haired woman, for Grace Murphy’s cheeks filled with color. “I do my best, dearie.

         Since Patrick up and died last year, it’s been hard doing the chores by myself. I’ve a young boy who comes by twice a week

         to help with the firewood and such, but he’s about as reliable as the weather.” The proprietress set the linens down on the

         star-burst quilt that covered the bed. “You’re from Kansas, ain’t that right, dearie?”

      


      “Yes, ma’am. Salina, Kansas. I’ve come here to make my mark in the world.” Just saying the words filled Heather with pride

         and renewed determination, as if the mere uttering of them could somehow make her hopes come true.

      


      “Well, you’re pretty enough, that’s for sure. I doubt it’ll take long for some gent to pop the question.”


      “The question?”


      “Marriage, dearie. It’s the only sensible thing for a woman to do. Life’s hard in this city. And dangerous. A good woman needs

         a protector. A man to keep the evils at bay.”

      


      “But you’re all alone, Mrs. Murphy, and you seem to be doing all right for yourself.”


      Hanging the towels on the rod by the marble-topped wash-stand, the proprietress nodded. “I’m surviving, Miss Martin. But it

         ain’t a happy existence to be alone in this world. I miss my husband something awful. The days seem to drag on. And the nights…

         ” She shook her head sadly. “I can’t even bear to think about the nights.”

      


      Not about to be dissuaded by the motherly warning, Heather confided, “I want more than just marriage, Mrs. Murphy. I want

         a career.”

      


      “A career!” The woman chuckled, shaking her head, clearly amused by the notion. “Land sakes, what for?” She seated herself

         on the edge of the feather bed, urging Heather to follow suit. “You’ve got looks, dearie. Get yourself married and have a

         passel of young ones. It’s what God intended for us women. Though I’m sorry to say that I was never blessed with any children

         of my own.”

      


            “But I have talent, Mrs. Murphy. I can draw lovely pictures and sketches of people. Why would God give me the talent to do

         that if He didn’t want me to use it?”

      


      As Grace pondered the question, she patted Heather’s hand in a reassuring manner. “You’re young and full of adventure. I was

         like that once, too, when me and Patrick first set foot in this city. Gold fever had a strong grip on us, as it had on everyone

         out here. We almost ended up dying for our dreams. But we were one of the lucky ones. Patrick made enough off our claim to

         buy this house and set up his own business repairing clocks. We never got rich, but we were happy.” A wistful smile crossed

         her lips. “Sometimes the dreams you seek are right before you, and you don’t even know it.”

      


      The regulator clock on the wall gonged four times, and Heather was saved from replying when Grace Murphy rose to her feet.


      “Pay me no mind, dearie. Old women like me ramble on. We’ve got little else besides our wisdom to give out.” She paused by

         the door. “Go ahead and pursue your dream, dearie. You owe that to yourself. And if it don’t work out, there’re always plenty

         of men around this city looking for a pretty wife.” She closed the door softly behind her, leaving Heather to ponder her words

         and wonder what would happen if she didn’t succeed at finding employment as an illustrator.

      


      The alternative was highly distasteful. Marriage was definitely not what she wanted. Not now, anyway.


      She had dreams, plans to become the best illustrator the city had ever seen. And tomorrow she intended to make those dreams

         come true.

      


      Clutching a well-worn copy of  Maxwell’s Guide to San Francisco, courtesy of Mrs. Murphy, and her leather portfolio of sketches. Heather made her way down Geary Street toward Market, the

         business hub of the city, where the majority of newspaper offices were located.

      


      A stiff breeze blew in off the bay, chilling the morning air, 

         and  she wished she’d had the good sense to wear her wool coat. Shabby though it was, the gray, threadbare, moth-eaten garment

         was still warm.

      


      The street was alive with activity. Fashionably dressed ladies and nattily garbed gentlemen drove by in bright-colored equipages,

         and Heather felt as dowdy as a brown wren dressed in her plain navy serge skirt and white cotton shirtwaist.  Dowdy but businesslike, she reminded herself. As she walked, she kept her focus straight ahead, not bothering to acknowledge the admiring looks of

         the gentlemen who passed.

      


      Rows of handsome two-story wooden houses with gardens set before them lined the street. She marveled at the intricacies and

         embellishments of their gaily painted gingerbread trim.

      


      San Francisco was a far cry from Kansas, that was for certain. The hills alone were a testament to that fact. They reminded

         her of the bustles the society ladies were so fond of wearing—protruding for no special reason, incongruous with the natural

         lay of the land.

      


      Arriving at Market Street, it was only a short walk to  The Chronicle building, a solid mass of brick and concrete. Heather looked up in awe at the imposing structure. It was by far the tallest

         building she’d ever laid eyes on. Of course, there hadn’t been much opportunity to view office buildings in Salina, she reminded

         herself: There weren’t any. Squaring her shoulders, determined to succeed this time, she made her way to the newspaper’s city

         room, where she’d been told she could find the editor, Mr. Maitland.

      


      She paused in the doorway of the noisy room. Her eyes widened as she glanced about, trying to absorb everything at once. Every

         inch of wall space was covered with maps. Even maps of the remotest regions of the continent were displayed. On the back wall

         next to the water pail stood a small library of books relating to city affairs, and scattered about the room were reporters

         sitting at small green desks, their heads bent over their work as they scribbled feverishly to get out the latest news.

      


            Excitement surged through her at the prospect of becoming part of such a profession. But that feeling was soon tempered by

         realism when a disheveled cigar-chomping gentleman with graying hair appeared out of nowhere.

      


      “Can I help you?”


      Though the man’s question implied a willingness to be of assistance, his tone definitely did not. Despite her nervousness,

         Heather forced a smile and nodded, wondering if his scowl was a permanent part of his expression.

      


      “Yes. I’m looking for Mr. Maitland.”


      “You found him, girlie. Now what can I do you for? This is a busy place, and I’m a busy man.” His impatience was evident by

         his scuffed brogan tapping against the floor.

      


      Busy he might be, Heather thought,  but rude is what he is. Trying to keep the annoyance out of her voice, she hastened to explain, “I’m looking for work, Mr. Maitland.”

      


      The look he shot her clearly summed up his opinion: Annoying. Featherbrained. Woman! “This ain’t the place for placing a classified,

         girlie. You’ll have to—”

      


      “You don’t understand. I’m an illustrator, Mr. Maitland. I’m interested in finding employment with your newspaper.” She pressed

         her portfolio at him, but his hands remained firmly tucked in his pants’ pockets.

      


      “We got all the illustrators we need, young woman. Even if I was in the hiring mode, which I’m not, I wouldn’t be hiring a

         woman. There’s plenty of men out of work—men who have families to support. You get my meaning?”

      


      Having heard almost exactly the same thing yesterday, Mr. Maitland’s meaning was all too clear.


      “Are you saying that you won’t hire me because I’m a woman?”


      The idea was outlandish, barbaric, not to mention totally unfair. This was 1883, for heaven’s sake! Women in Wyoming voted

         in elections. There were women doctors,  lawyers. Why, she’d even heard of a woman dentist! And Mary  Anna Hallock, who was somewhat of an idol, was already a successful illustrator in New York City, contributing 

         to  such prestigious publications as  Harper’s Weekly and Scribner’s Monthly.


      What on earth was wrong with the men in San Francisco?


      Maitland blew a disagreeable cloud of cigar smoke in her face, and she wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Women belong at home,

         that’s my firm belief,” he said. “But if you’ve got your heart set on working at a newspaper, I could probably find you a

         job as a typesetter. That’s the only position we’re hiring women for. And even that’s against my better judgment.”

      


      Heather’s heart sank, but she squared her shoulders and looked the city editor straight in the eye, vowing to keep her temper

         in check this time. “I’m an illustrator, Mr. Maitland. If you’d taken the time to look at my drawings, you would see that

         I’d be wasting my talents as a typesetter, though I thank you for your generous offer.”

      


      The older man shook his head. “You’re in for a big disappointment, girlie, if you think it’s going to be different anywhere

         else. San Francisco’s a man’s town. And the newspaper business is a man’s domain. You’d best go on home and learn to sew and

         such. Perhaps you’ll be able to find work making ladies’ dresses or hats.” With that he left Heather to stare openmouthed

         as he walked away.

      


      She turned on her heel and marched out the door and into the brisk morning air. Leaning against the post of a gas lamp, she

         took several deep breaths to calm her nerves and cool her heated temper. “I will succeed,” she declared, receiving a strange,

         almost piteous look from a male passerby, which made her furious again.

      


      Undaunted by the setback, and fueled with more determination than ever, Heather made her way down the street to the offices

         of The San Francisco Star.


      A week later, Heather was no closer to finding employment as an illustrator than she’d been that first day at  The Ledger offices. Everywhere she went the answer was the 

         same : There was no work for a female illustrator, no matter how talented, no mater how qualified.

      


      “Men!” she cursed, pacing back and forth across the pine-plank floor of her room, her high-button shoes beating a staccato

         rhythm as she walked off her anger. Men! They tried to rule the universe with an iron hand. And the pity was, they were succeeding.

      


      Gazing at the rent notice held tightly in her, hand, she fought back the tears that threatened to consume her. She had barely

         enough money to meet next week’s accommodation.

      


      San Francisco had proven to be an expensive city. Food was outrageous, and her purchase of two ready-made dresses to avoid

         further disdainful looks had been an even greater drain on her meager budget. Homemade calicoes and ginghams might not have

         attracted much notice in Salina, but in the business district of San Francisco, they stuck out like those bustles she had

         no intention of wearing.

      


      Plopping down on the bed, she allowed her despair to wash over her, and tears formed in her eyes.


      Failure. The word pricked at her. She had failed at very little up until now. But then, she’d never before tried to compete in a man’s

         world.

      


      Realizing that tears and self-pity would do little to put rent money in her reticule and food in her stomach, she reached

         for the afternoon edition of  The Examiner, which she’d purchased that morning instead of  The Chronicle, steadfastly refusing to add a cent to that horrible paper’s coffers.

      


      If she couldn’t initially find a job at her chosen profession, than she would have to find a job doing something else in the

         meantime.

      


      Spreading the newspaper out before her, she scanned the classified advertisements, frowning when she realized that she wasn’t

         qualified to do much of anything. She had no idea how to operate a Remington typewriter. And though she was proficient with

         a needle, she’d never been trained on a Singer sewing machine, which was required for most of the seamstress positions advertised.

      


      Her abilities centered on housework, gardening, cooking, 

         and  the like. Evidently, not what one could call qualifications in demand.

      


      Continuing to read, Heather came upon one advertisement that immediately piqued her interest. A position was being offered

         as governess to two children. Now that was something she was definitely qualified for, having almost single-handedly raised

         her two sisters.

      


      But did she really want to burden herself with the raising of other folks’ children again? And did she really have a choice?


      The ad stated that they were looking for a mature, responsible woman with impeccable references. And they wanted someone to

         start immediately.

      


      “Brandon Montgomery.” Heather murmured the contact name mentioned in the advertisement, wondering where she’d heard it before.

         “Brandon Montgomery. Brandon Montgomery.” She repeated the name several more times, then smiled when she realized who he was.

      


      Brandon Montgomery owned one of the largest newspapers in the city,  The San Francisco Star. She’d gone there last week to seek employment, only to be turned away by one of Mr. Montgomery’s underlings, a most unpleasant

         little man who smelled of pomade and Sen-Sen.

      


      Impeccable references. That could be a problem. But not for someone with her artistic ability and dire circumstances.

      


      “God helps those who help themselves.” Hadn’t she heard her darling mama utter those very words countless times? And hadn’t

         she read somewhere that San Francisco had burned to the ground six times within an eighteen-month period? And like a Phoenix,

         she had risen from her ashes to emerge as a bustling metropolis.

      


      Determination fueled her, and, smiling confidently for the first time in weeks, Heather withdrew her writing pad and pencil

         from her portfolio, allowing her gaze to fall to her work. “There was more than one way to skin a cat.” Her mama said that,

         too. And she aimed to prove Mama right on both accounts.

      


   

      


            CHAPTER 2


      The cable car climbed Nob Hill with a series of fits and starts, groaning as it made its way up the steep incline, and causing

         Heather’s stomach to alternate between rising to her throat and plummeting to her feet.

      


      Pressed firmly against the back of a wooden seat, she held on to the hand rope as if her life depended on it. She forced herself

         to concentrate on her surroundings rather than on the strange moving contraption she’d been forced to board to reach her destination.

      


      Glancing out the open-sided car, she marveled at the magnificent mansions. They’d been built by wealthy “nobs,” mining magnets

         who had spared no expense to create enormous and often ostentatious homes as testaments to their vast wealth.

      


      The turreted palace of Charles Crocker, the railroad tycoon, amazed her. She’d read about such architecture in books from

         the Salina Lending Library, but she’d never actually seen one until now. Leland Stanford’s home was no less 

         splendid, nor was that of Mark Hopkins, whose Gothic chateau looked grand enough to qualify as a hotel.

      


      When the trolley finally came to a screeching halt at the top of the hill, it was with a great deal of relief that Heather

         disembarked. But that relief was soon replaced by trepidation when she found herself only steps from the large stucco mansion

         of Brandon Montgomery.

      


      It was obvious that  The San Francisco Star was a profitable newspaper venture. The Montgomery estate indicated great wealth. The grounds were well cared for, the green

         velvet lawn neatly manicured. The distinctive odor of the eucalyptus trees bordering the lawn lingered in the air, mingling

         with the sweet scent of the roses that lined the brick walkway.

      


      Heather’s hand rested momentarily on the wrought iron gate as she took a deep, fortifying breath, hoping and praying that

         she could persuade Mr. Montgomery to hire her as governess to his children.

      


      The massive oak front door displayed a shiny brass knocker. She banged it hard, waiting but a moment for her summons to be

         answered. A young woman dressed in a serviceable gray gown and white starched apron, who looked no older than Heather was,

         stood in the doorway. Much to Heather’s relief, there was a welcoming smile on her face.

      


      “May I help you, miss?”


      Heather swallowed, thrusting in front of her the newspaper she carried. “I came about the governess position. The advertisement

         said to apply in person.”

      


      “Do you have an appointment?”


      Heather’s heart sank, and she shook her head, chastising herself for her inexperience. Of course, she should have made an

         appointment. All wealthy businesspeople maintained rigid schedules.

      


      Her disappointment must have shown, for the young woman smiled kindly and said, “That’s all right. Mr. Montgomery isn’t home

         right now anyway. But you can interview with Mrs. Montgomery. Most likely she’ll have to give final approval. She’s very particular

         about the children.”

      


            Thanking the woman profusely, Heather was led into an attractive sitting room to await the lady of the house. As she stood

         there, she tried her best to hide her curiosity. This was the grandest home she’d ever seen. It was attractively furnished

         with heavy furniture of rosewood and mahogany. And there were several sofas covered in expensive blue velvet.

      


      The parlor was lit with colorful Tiffany gas lamps. Heather was glad that Mr. Montgomery hadn’t succumbed to the temptation

         to wire his house with electricity, as so many of the office buildings had. The gas lamps lent a much cozier feel to the room,

         and in a house so large, coziness was probably not in great abundance.

      


      At that moment the door slid open and an attractive woman entered. Her dark hair, generously sprinkled with gray, was fashioned

         into a bun at the back of her head. Mrs. Montgomery was older than Heather had expected, and she surmised that this was the

         reason the Montgomerys needed a governess. Older folks tended not to have a great deal of patience where children were concerned.

      


      Heather extended her gloved hand to the woman, who was scrutinizing her person with a thoroughness Heather found disconcerting.

         Glad that she’d worn one of her new dresses, though she’d been unable to find one of the proper size, and conscious of the

         fact that governesses were usually a great deal older than she, Heather hoped the severity of the color and style would make

         her appear more mature.

      


      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Montgomery. I’m Heather Martin. I’ve come about the governess position.”


      One of the woman’s imperious, graying eyebrows arched, but she took Heather’s hand and shook it, her grip surprisingly strong.

         “You’re rather young to be a governess, aren’t you, Miss Martin? It is miss, isn’t it?”

      


      “Yes, ma’am. I’m not married, but I do have a great deal of experience raising young’n… children,” she corrected herself.

         Young’ns was not a proper term for San Francisco, and she was trying her best to fit in.

      


      “I’ve an adequate education, Mrs. Montgomery.” All three Martin sisters had attended school in Salina and received de

         cent  educations. Her parents had insisted upon it. And what she hadn’t learned in school, she had taught herself by reading

         almost every book in the Salina Lending Library, including the forbidden ones!

      


      “I can read well, my cursive has always been praised for its clarity and neatness, and I consider myself to be intelligent.

         I admit to a weakness when it comes to mathematics, but I feel confident enough to instruct your children with their numbers.”

         Having spoken so fast, Heather had to take a deep, calming breath.

      


      The older woman’s assessing gaze didn’t waver. Indicating that Heather should sit, she said, “Please tell me a little bit

         about yourself, Miss Martin.”

      


      Heather lowered herself onto one of the matching embroidered wing chairs and began to explain how she had raised her two younger

         sisters after her mother had died. She told Mrs. Montgomery of her father’s recent illness and death, omitting little except

         the fact that she had aspirations to pursue a career as an illustrator.

      


      “Laurel, she’s second oldest and as pretty as a picture, has gone to Denver to pursue a career in the opera. Pa was worried

         because Laurel doesn’t have what you would call an entertaining voice,” Mrs. Montgomery nodded, biting back a smile, “but

         she’s determined to succeed. Rose Elizabeth, my youngest sister, has remained behind on the farm to await the new buyer. I’ve

         made arrangements for her to attend Mrs. Caffrey’s School for Young Ladies in Boston. Rose is in need of a little smoothing

         out, if you get my meaning.”

      


      Her narrative at an end, Heather folded her hands demurely in her lap and waited, trying not to look as nervous as she felt.


      “You seem intelligent enough, and you are charming, in an unusual way, Miss Martin,” Mrs. Montgomery said, “but why is it

         you’ve never married?” She tapped her chin with her fingernail.

      


      “No one ever asked me.” At the older woman’s surprised expression, Heather went on to explain. “Salina’s a small town. I grew

         up with just about every eligible man, but there 

         wasn ’t any one gentleman in particular that I could see myself marrying.” There certainly hadn’t been anyone for whom Heather

         would have considered giving up her art career.

      


      “Are you opposed to the state of matrimony itself, Miss Martin?”


      She shook her head. “No. If I find the right man someday, I would like to settle down.”


      Mrs. Montgomery was impressed by Heather Martin’s directness. She was a comely young woman. Though her dress was baggy and

         ill suited to her—she was much too young to wear black—Harriet could tell that Heather had a good figure. Her skin was flawless,

         and there was an intriguing, bright sparkle in the depths of those lovely amethyst eyes.

      


      “Do you want to have children of your own one day?”


      Surprised, Heather blushed becomingly. “I hope to have a family one day, Mrs. Montgomery. I love children, and they seem to

         take to me. But I have no plans to marry in the immediate future.”

      


      “That could always change, my dear,” Harriet said, almost to herself, and Heather thought the comment quite odd but nodded

         politely anyway.

      


      “You might find my grandchildren a bit—”


      “Your grandchildren?” Heather’s eyes widened at the disclosure. “I thought the children were your own.”


      Harriet laughed, and a tinkling sound like a music box filled the room. “Heavens, no! I’m much too old to have six-year-old

         twins. Jennifer and Matthew are my grandchildren, and Brandon is my son, not my husband.

      


      “No. My son and his wife divorced when Jennifer and Matthew were still babies. The children have been without a mother these

         many years, Miss Martin, and I don’t mind telling you that it’s been hard on them. My son is well meaning, and he loves them

         in his own way, but the children need the love and attention of a woman. I’ve done what I could, but it’s not been enough.

         They crave the affection only a mother can provide.”

      


      Heather’s eyes filled with sadness. “I understand how they 

         feel . Even though I was nearly fourteen when Mama died, it was still hard growing up without her guidance. I had all sorts

         of questions that needed answering about… ” she blushed, “well, you know. Naturally I couldn’t go to Pa, so I spent a great

         deal of time at the library.” It hadn’t been easy sneaking by eagle-eyed Thelma Tucker. The ancient librarian had guarded

         the adults-only section as zealously as a miser did a pot full of gold.

      


      The older woman smiled knowingly, and a spark of amusement lit her kind brown eyes. “Doing research on growing up, I take

         it?”

      


      “Rose Elizabeth was only nine when Mama died. She took Mama’s death real hard. I tried to make up for it, but being young

         myself, I didn’t always know the right thing to say or do.”

      


      As she listened to the girl talk of her past, Harriet’s admiration for her grew by leaps and bounds. Heather had a great deal

         of compassion for one so young. And she didn’t doubt that Heather possessed a great deal of love—love that could balm three

         anguished souls.

      


      “I would need whomever I hire to move into this house on a full-time basis. Would that be a problem, Miss Martin?”


      “No, ma’am,” she said, smiling with relief. “In truth, I’ll be needing a place to stay. My funds have nearly run out, and

         I’ve been at wit’s end trying to decide what to do.”

      


      Heather’s honesty touched Harriet. “As I’m sure my maid, Mary-Margaret, informed you, Brandon is not at home and won’t return

         for several days. But I feel confident that in his absence I can offer you the position of governess to the children. He usually

         relies on my opinion where the twins are concerned.” That wasn’t quite the truth, but why burden the young woman with details

         about Brandon’s perverse nature now? Besides, if she knew how difficult Brandon could be, she’d probably turn tail and run.

      


      Heather smiled widely. “I’m very grateful.”


      Especially for the fact that the woman hadn’t asked to see her references. For in truth, Heather had none to give. When 

         push  came to shove, she just couldn’t bring herself to lie and to falsify documents, as she’d previously been tempted to

         do.

      


      Honesty had been drilled into Heather since birth. It was a trait she hadn’t quite been able to relinquish. She was oftentimes

         honest to a fault and said things a bit too bluntly. Tact-fulness was not her strong suit.

      


      “I promise you won’t be disappointed, Mrs. Montgomery. I’ll do my best to teach the children proper behavior.”


      Harriet rose to her feet and Heather followed. “My grandchildren know proper behavior. Miss Martin. I’m of the opinion that

         they know it all too well. What they need is love and laughter. They need nurturing. They need someone to listen to their

         childish dreams, answer their endless questions, read to them. In short, they need a friend.

      


      “I’m not suggesting that they don’t need a proper education. Society will demand it of Matthew, and, the way things are progressing,

         Jenny will have need of one too. Of that I’m certain.”

      


      “I understand completely, Mrs. Montgomery. I promise you I’ll do my best.”


      “That’s all I ask. If you have no objection, I’d like you to move in tomorrow. I want you to be firmly ensconced in your new

         position before my son returns home.”

      


      The steely glint of determination lighting the older woman’s eyes went unnoticed by Heather, who nodded enthusiastically,

         feeling happier than she had in weeks.

      


      Exiting the mansion with a much lighter heart than when she’d entered, Heather couldn’t suppress her grin. Everything was

         working out just wonderfully. In fact, things would have been downright perfect, if only she didn’t have to ride that darn

         cable car again!

      


      Eager to begin her new position, Heather arrived at the Montgomery mansion early the following morning. Too early, judging

         by the surprised but amused expression on Mary-Margaret Feeney’s face.

      


            “Come in, Miss Martin. I was told to expect you,” the maid said, ushering Heather into the front hallway.


      “I apologize for arriving so early,” Heather said, removing her coat. “But… well… after packing my bag, and telling my landlady

         good-bye, there didn’t seem much point in lingering any longer.”

      


      The maid nodded in understanding, hanging Heather’s garment on a brass coatrack. “You’re a practical one, I’ll give you that.

         The rest of the household is still abed, but I can show you up to your room. It’ll give you time to unpack and settle in before

         the others come down for breakfast. Have you eaten?”

      


      Color flooded Heather’s cheeks, and she was reluctant to admit that she didn’t have money to spare for a meal. And even though

         Mrs. Murphy had offered to extend her a bit of credit, she couldn’t bring herself to take the kind woman up on her offer,

         knowing that Mrs. Murphy’s financial situation was not much better than her own.

      


      “I’m not all that hungry,” she finally replied.


      “You’ve got the same look on your face that my boy, Jack, gets when he’s about to tell a whopper.”


      Mary-Margaret’s comment brought two bright pink blotches to Heather’s cheeks, and the maid chuckled good-naturedly.


      “Me and Jack know what it’s like to be down on your luck, miss. If it wasn’t for Miss Harriet’s generosity and warm heart,

         I don’t know what we would have done. You just follow me up the stairs. Once you’re settled, come down to the kitchen at the

         back of the house and I’ll have the old Chinaman fix you something to eat.”

      


      Mary-Margaret continued to talk in her soft Irish brogue all the way up the stairs, barely pausing to take a breath, and Heather

         felt as if she were riding on the tail of a Kansas tornado. When they reached the room that would be hers, the maid threw

         open the door.

      


      “Here you go, miss. There’s fresh water in the basin on the dresser, though the bathing room’s at the end of the hall, if

         you prefer taking a full bath.”

      


            “That won’t be necessary. I indulged myself at Mrs. Murphy’s.” And what an indulgence it had been to bathe in scented hot

         water in a room set apart just for that purpose, after all the lukewarm baths she’d taken in the old tin tub in the kitchen

         of the sod hut.

      


      Turning up the gas lamp on the nightstand, Mary-Margaret wiped her hands on her apron. “I’ll leave you to unpack. And don’t

         take too long to come down for breakfast. I’m fairly starved myself.” With a wink and a smile, the young woman disappeared

         out the door, closing it softly behind her.

      


      Feeling almost exhausted from listening to Mary-Margaret’s steady stream of conversation, Heather plopped down on the bed,

         pushing the palm of her hand against the mattress. She marveled at how downy soft it felt. Then she took a good look at her

         surroundings, pinching herself to make sure everything she saw was real.

      


      Her bedroom was beautiful. The walls were papered in a delicate floral pattern. Tiny violets repeated over the walls and on

         the fluffy comforter. Exquisite white lace curtains hung at the windows. One of the windows was bow-shaped, which would allow

         plenty of sunlight to enter even on the dreariest days, and there was a window seat beneath it covered with a purple velvet

         cushion.

      


      Closing her eyes for a moment, she pictured herself sitting there with her sketchbook on her lap, then smiled happily. This

         had to be a dream, she thought. Everything was working out, even if she hadn’t found a job as an illustrator.

      


      “First things first, Heather Martin,” she told herself. And the first thing she had to do was unpack. She was hungry and Mary-Margaret

         was expecting her for breakfast. And two children she’d never set eyes on were waiting to pass judgment on her.

      


      She would not fail. Not at becoming an illustrator. Not at becoming a governess.


      Mary-Margaret was seated at the long, oak kitchen table when Heather entered. A boy of about ten years was seated 

         next  to her. He had a shock of yellow hair, almost the same color as Mary’s, and Heather assumed he was Jack, the one who

         told the “whoppers” on occasion.

      


      “Good morning,” she said, advancing to the table. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting long.” The odor of frying bacon and freshly

         brewed coffee scented the air with a heady fragrance and caused her stomach to rumble. She blushed, hoping no one had heard

         it.

      


      A wizened little man with a long black pigtail trailing down his back turned away from the stove to point his wooden spoon

         at Heather. “Missy, sit down and eat. I make dang good grub.”

      


      Mary-Margaret smiled indulgently, offering Heather a seat. “Mr. Woo likes to pepper his speech with western words. He thinks

         it’ll make him fit in better.”

      


      The Chinaman was dressed in the strangest garments Heather had ever seen. Over loose-fitting black pants, he wore a smock-type

         shirt of the same color and fabric, and on his head a tight little black silk cap cupped his crown.

      


      “Excuse me for staring, but I’ve never seen an Oriental person before.” What she had read about them in books now struck her

         as totally unfair.

      


      A year ago the United States had closed its doors to Chinese immigration for a period of ten years. Hatred and distrust of

         the Orientals had infiltrated the highest reaches of the government.

      


      “Chinamen are as common as fleas in San Francisco, ain’t that right, Mr. Woo?” Jack interjected, smiling to reveal two missing

         front teeth.

      


      “Many Chinee come here to work on railroad,” the cook explained, setting down delectable-looking platters of bacon, eggs,

         and fluffy biscuits. “White man no likee Chinamen, but we stay anyway. We stake claim here.” He crossed thin arms over an

         equally sparse chest, looking quite pleased with himself.

      


      Mary-Margaret reached for a biscuit. “It’s true, Miss Martin. There’re a whole bunch of Mr. Woo’s relatives living 

         over  in Chinatown, that’s the part of the city they congregate in.”

      


      “Not good place for white lady to go alone, especially at night.” Mr. Woo’s expression grew serious. “Too doggone dangerous.”


      “He’s right about that, Miss Martin. Them people do heathenish things that ain’t fit for a lady’s ears,” agreed Mary.


      Heather swallowed her coffee in one large gulp. Deciding that she didn’t really want to know just what those “heathenish”

         things consisted of, she changed the subject. “Please, won’t you call me Heather? I’d feel more at home if you would.”

      


      “And you must call me Mary-Margaret, or Mary, if you like. And this ill-mannered ruffian is my son, Jack.” She tousled the

         boy’s hair. “And you’ve already met our cook, Mr. Woo.”

      


      “And when will I be introduced to the children?” Heather asked, wondering at the odd look Mary exchanged with her son.


      The maid shrugged. “That’s hard to say. The twins have a routine of sorts they’re expected to follow.”


      “A routine? Isn’t that a bit much to expect from a pair of six-year-olds?”


      “Miss Harriet don’t make the rules, Mr. Montgomery does. And she don’t see fit to deviate from them when he’s gone.”


      “Mr. Montgomery’s got a mean temper,” Jack offered with a child’s honesty.


      “Jack!” his mother scolded. “You mustn’t speak of your elders that way. And it’s not polite to gossip at any rate.”


      Looking not the least bit contrite, Jack smiled impishly, reaching for another biscuit. “Well, he does.”


      Shooting her son another scathing look, Mary said, “Don’t worry about a thing, Heather. I’m sure you’ll be able to manage

         the children quite nicely.”

      


      Heather didn’t doubt that for a moment. But she did wonder how on earth she was going to manage Brandon Montgomery.


            •   •   •


      Harriet Montgomery’s summons came a short time later. Heather entered the rear sitting room, which the family used for informal

         entertainment, to find Harriet and the children waiting for her.

      


      The twins, Jennifer and Matthew, were the most adorable children Heather had ever seen. Both had dark brown hair and brown

         eyes, which, she noted, didn’t light up when they saw her.

      


      “Children, I’d like you to meet your new governness, Miss Martin. Miss Martin, these are my grandchildren, Jennifer and Matthew.”

         Having made the introductions, Harriet excused herself, leaving Heather to get better acquainted with the children.

      


      Realizing that it had been a good long while since she had conversed with any six-year-olds, Heather seated herself on the

         sofa between the two children. “What do you two like to do for fun?”

      


      They both stared oddly at her, then Jenny said, almost in a whisper, “We don’t do much of anything, Miss Martin.”


      Slightly taken aback by the admission, Heather smiled nonetheless. “Why don’t you call me Heather? Miss Martin seems so formal,

         don’t you think?”

      


      The little boy shook his head, a grave expression on his face. “Father says we’re to address our elders with respect. He wouldn’t

         like it if we called you by your first name.”

      


      “I see,” Heather replied, thinking that was an awful lot of wisdom for a six-year-old to possess. It was unnatural, as was

         their solemn disposition, and it bothered her. They were like miniature adults rather than carefree children.

      


      Where were the impish grins? The mischievous twinkles that should be lighting their eyes?


      Perhaps they were just shy around strangers, she thought. Hoping to lighten their mood and gain their confidence at the same

         time, she suggested a game of hide-and-seek. Most children couldn’t resist that. It had been a favorite of Rose Elizabeth’s

         when she was young.

      


            “Would you children like to play hide-and-seek?” She waited for their eager, enthusiastic responses, but all she got were

         confused looks.

      


      “We’ve never played that game before, Miss Martin,” Jenny confessed, smoothing the skirt of her crisp, white pinafore.


      Heather’s glance drifted between the two children, and she marveled at how neat they looked. There wasn’t a smidgen of dirt

         on their clothing, nor was there a hair out of place on their heads. Matt’s hair was neatly combed—“slicked down like a greased

         axle,” as her father used to say—and Jenny’s curled in springy, coiled ringlets.

      


      Taking hold of their hands, Heather urged them onto the floor. They hesitated momentarily, then followed her to sit on the

         red and gold Aubusson carpet. “Hide-and-seek is probably better played outside anyway,” she explained. “Perhaps we could start

         with something a little simpler, like ringaround-the-rosy.”

      


      “Don’t know that one either,” Matt said, a deep frown etching his face. He turned to his sister for confirmation, and she

         nodded, her sigh almost imperceptible.

      


      Frowning, Heather wondered what kind of childhood these two had had and grew more determined to teach them the game. “Everyone

         stand up and join hands, please,” she directed, helping them to form a circle. “Follow me and sing what I sing, do what I

         do.” She began to skip. “Ring-around-the-rosy, pocket full of posies, ashes, ashes, all fall down.” She yanked on their small

         hands until they dropped to the floor beside her.

      


      At first they stared at her curiously, then Jenny began to giggle, and Matthew followed suit. Soon they were laughing uproariously

         and playing the game again.

      


      “Ring-around-the-rosy, pocket full of posies… ” The game went on for the better part of an hour, and Heather was glad that

         she’d been able to bring some laughter into their lives.

      


      They continued to skip about in a circle, laughing gaily 

         and  noisily, repeating the verse, then dropping down to the floor.

      


      Absorbed in the children’s pleasure, Heather was unmindful of the dark brown eyes glaring at her from the open doorway, until

         a deep, angry voice drew her attention.

      


      “What the devil is going on here?”


   

      


            CHAPTER 3


      An instantaneous pall fell over the room. Wide-eyed, the children scrambled nervously to their feet at the sound of their

         father’s voice and rushed toward the sofa.

      


      Heather, still seated on the floor, glanced up slowly, taking in the highly polished shoes, the dark navy pin-stripped pants

         that housed a pair of long, muscular legs. Her gaze rose to a waistcoated chest of appreciable width, passed shoulders that

         seemed to fill the doorway with their massive breadth, until her eyes landed on the angriest expression she’d ever encountered.

      


      The man’s lips were thinned in displeasure. His dark brown eyes flashed furiously at her. His large, powerful hands, which

         could probably snap a neck in two if they had a mind to, rested on his narrow hips, as he pinned her to the floor with his

         gaze.

      


      For the briefest of instants, Heather felt as if she had just laid eyes on the devil himself. But the devil couldn’t possibly

         be as handsome as this man was, and the devil probably had a much better disposition than this man appeared to possess.

      


            Glancing at the children to make sure they were all right, Heather winked at them reassuringly, then smiled up at the man,

         who, having advanced farther into the room, now loomed over her like a specter.

      


      “I repeat: What the devil is going on here? And who, may I ask, are you?”


      Heather’s smile slid off her face, and she held out her hand to him. “Would you mind helping me up?”


      With no pretense at politeness, he assisted her to her feet. She half expected him to haul her over his shoulder like some

         prehistoric caveman, carry her outside, and dump her on her backside on the front porch.

      


      But he didn’t.


      Instead, he just stood there staring, waiting for her explanation.


      Mustering up what was left of her courage, Heather took a deep breath. “I assume you are Mr. Montgomery? Mr. Brandon Montgomery?”


      His scowl deepened, though she didn’t think that was possible. “That’s right. I’m Brandon Montgomery. And who, I repeat, are

         you?”

      


      She was standing eye to chest with him now. He was tall, much taller than she was, she realized, as she stared at the diamond

         stickpin in his tie. It winked at her mockingly.

      


      “I’m Heather Martin, Mr. Montgomery, your new governess,” she said, holding out her hand again. He refused to take it.


      “The hell you say!” His face reddened as he continued to stare openmouthed at her, then his jaw snapped shut so hard that

         she could hear his teeth click together, before he turned to shout over his shoulder, “Mother!  Mother! Come down here, please.”

      


      Harriet Montgomery entered the room so quickly that Heather was certain she’d been eavesdropping outside the door. She looked

         anything but pleased by her son’s behavior.

      


      “What on earth is all this shouting about, Brandon? None of us are deaf. Though we soon might be if you don’t desist in your

         bellowing.”

      


            “This woman,” he flung his hand in Heather’s direction, “claims to be my new governess. Can you explain how that is possible,

         since I haven’t hired a new governess?”

      


      Casting her son a fulminating look, Harriet turned toward Heather. “I apologize for my son’s rudeness, Miss Martin. Brandon

         isn’t usually lacking in manners. In fact, most times he has an overabundance of them.”

      


      Heather had the impression that Brandon Montgomery was counting to ten under his breath, but she couldn’t be certain. His

         face looked purple. She feared he was on the verge of an apoplectic fit.

      


      “There’s no need to apologize, Mrs. Montgomery. I quite understand the situation.” Though she didn’t. She had no idea why

         this man was so furious with her. Unless, of course, he already had someone else in mind for the position Mrs. Montgomery

         had filled without his permission.

      


      Heather noted the frightened expressions on the children’s faces and frowned. “If we’re going to continue this discussion,

         perhaps we should ask the children to leave the room for a few minutes. I don’t like exposing young’ns… children to arguments.”

      


      “Are you proposing to tell me what to do with my very own  young’ns, Miss Martin?” he asked snidely, mocking her apparent lack of formal education. “And in my own house? That’s rather presumptuous

         of you.”

      


      “Miss Martin is right, Brandon.” Harriet turned toward her grandchildren, smiling kindly at them. “Children, please go to

         your rooms and study your sums. I’ll be up shortly to check on you.”

      


      Without a thought to defiance, the children marched out of the room like good little soldiers, closing the door quietly behind

         them. As soon as they were out of earshot, Heather, who’d had quite enough of Brandon Montgomery’s rude behavior, turned on

         him.

      


      “Since I was hired as the children’s governess, Mr. Montgomery, I feel it’s my duty to look out for their best interests.

         I’m afraid subjecting small children to a shouting match is not in their best interests.” She folded her arms across her 

         chest , daring him to deny it. The quelling look he flashed her would have crumpled lesser souls, but Heather stood her ground.

      


      Brandon Montgomery stared at the woman before him, clenching and unclenching his fists, a vein in his neck throbbing wildly.

         No one in his employ had ever spoken to him like that. There was defiance in her eyes—her most extraordinarily violet eyes,

         he noted. And there was a definite stubborn tilt to her chin. It was obvious that the woman needed to be taken down a peg

         or two.

      


      “Your so-called position here as governess is a tenuous one at best, Miss Martin. I don’t allow my employees to speak rudely

         to me under any circumstances.”

      


      “Then perhaps you shouldn’t address your employees in a like manner, Mr. Montgomery. I assure you, I can be civil when addressed

         the same way.”

      


      Harriet’s head turned back and forth so quickly as she watched the heated exchange that she feared she would have a crick

         in her neck by evening. Miss Martin was holding her own under Brandon’s unreasonable assault, and she admired her for that.

         It also reinforced her opinion that Heather Martin was the right person for the job. The very right person.

      


      It was truly a stroke of bad luck that Brandon had finished up his business and returned home earlier than expected. She hadn’t

         had time to explain to Miss Martin about Brandon’s perverse nature. Not that anyone would understand it. She certainly didn’t!

      


      “I don’t believe you should be taking Miss Martin to task, Brandon.” Harriet smiled apologetically at the young woman. “I

         hired her, and I will stand by my decision. The children need a governess, and Miss Martin is amply qualified for the position.”

      


      Not wishing to intrude on what was obviously a family disagreement, Heather said, “Perhaps I should go up and check on the

         children, Mrs. Montgomery, while you and Mr. Montgomery talk this over. I wouldn’t want Mr. Montgomery to hold back any of

         his opinions for fear of hurting my feelings.” She cast Harriet a meaningful look, saw that 

         she  understood her sarcasm, then smiled prettily at Mr. Montgomery. “I’m sure you will excuse me.” Picking up her skirts,

         she exited the room as regally as any countess.

      


      When the door closed behind her, Brandon turned to his mother, outrage and disbelief etched clearly on his face. “I can’t

         believe you did such a thing, Mother. Why, this woman you’ve hired is hardly more than a child herself. I can’t possibly allow

         her to have supervision over my children. She’s obviously unqualified. Find someone else.”

      


      Harriet raised herself up to her full five-foot, three-inch height. “There is no one else. If you remember, every governess

         you’ve hired over the past six years has quit. Your reputation for being difficult has made finding a suitable woman next

         to impossible.” Ignoring his surprised expression, she continued. “Heather Martin is perfect for the job. She’s intelligent,

         kind, loving, not to mention quite lovely. And the children are already taken with her.”
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