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  Christmas Quilt Anthology




  The most important parts of the Christmas season are not the presents or the tree, baking or decorations. It’s the people—family and friends—who enrich our lives and make the holidays so special.




  Christmas Quilt is actually a collection of people who will make you laugh and cry, remember and wish, and like good friends, you’ll want to visit them every year.




  You’ll meet Billy and Mrs. Clayborne, who have holiday ghosts to deal with; Megan and her siblings, orphaned just before the holiday.




  There’s the children of the coal mining village of Snow and a group of lumberjacks, all of whom learn to believe in magic.




  Read one mother’s need for holiday tradition, letters from friends full of holiday cheer, verses and rhymes about luminaries and Christmas Eve traditions. And meet all the people touched by The Christmas Quilt, made with love for a daughter’s holiday wedding, as it appears at Christmas time throughout the century.




  Love, An Anthology




  contributing author: What would you do for LOVE? Would you risk your life to save another? Would you face all your fears and confront your past? LOVE An Anthology, is a beautiful collection of short stories and poems devoted to that heady feeling of love.




  For Stephanie and Tom




  Happy 4th anniversary!




  May you always have happiness, joy and love in your lives.




  Oh, and if not cryptic messages, at least a little adventure once in a while.




  Black pirates came


  In the middle of the night.


  In search of the treasure


  Still buried out of sight.




  The ship captain foiled them,


  For the only treasure had he,


  Was the wee girl child,


  He held on his knee.




  And the fire child knew


  Deep in her heart,


  That the captain cried, too,


  When for a while they did part.




  Chapter 1




  To know where your destiny lies,


  Watch the sun and follow it down.


  An adventure will soon begin,


  Where the silver river flows through town.




  The key to a room,


  Though cold in the night.


  Keep it close to your heart,


  Desire may be in sight.




  Samantha Delaney wiggled uncomfortably as perspiration trickled between her breasts to soak her already damp camisole. She dabbed ineffectively at her brow, but knew she only smeared the grit she had accumulated during the miserably long journey. Thick dust, churned up by the spinning wheels, filtered through the canvas flaps that covered the open windows. No breeze stirred the stale air within the stage as they bounced along a deeply rutted road.




  The Pioneer Stage, declared to be the most luxurious ride through the Nevada Territory, remained a far cry from the carriages of Boston. Jabbed rudely in the ribs by a fellow passenger, Samantha wondered for the hundredth time if there might have been another choice.




  “We are doing the right thing, aren’t we, Roger?” She reached across the stage to touch his arm. He looked equally uncomfortable, crushed between the pots and pans salesman and a large man dressed in flannel shirt and canvas trousers.




  Roger opened his eyes, but didn’t smile. “Yes, my dear, though I am beginning to regret your talking me into this insufferable trip.”




  Her devoted escort for the past year, Roger Smith had been a bookkeeper at the firm of Boswick & Chadwell, until she decided to travel out west. Sweet, dependable Roger proclaimed that being a lady she couldn’t travel alone, so he would have to accompany her to offer his protection. Thinking back on it, he had seemed rather reluctant, but Samantha credited that to his reticent nature.




  “I did not talk you into anything. You volunteered.”




  “Even so, it would have been better to remain in civilized Boston and await word from your father.”




  “But the book.” She clutched her reticule tighter.




  “A small, clothbound book of poems from your father, none of which make any sense, is not sufficient reason for all we have endured. Even Paul Cameron became extremely agitated when you informed him of your plans. He only reluctantly agreed when I told him I would escort you.”




  “Just because he’s my banker, and was one of Father’s former partners, does not mean he has any say over what I do.” Samantha lowered her voice, though the other passengers appeared uninterested in their conversation. “I am certain Father is in trouble. The poems are word games, like we played when I was a child. I fully intend to find him and help him out of any difficulties in which he is embroiled.” She leaned back against the hard seat, confident once more.




  “Yes, my dear, if you say so.”




  Roger crossed his arms and closed his eyes, and Samantha took some time to study him. He wore a flat-crowned straw hat and a high-collared, serge suit which fit rather loosely over his medium frame. His skin was pale and soft, in fashion with other gentleman of his time who found indoor pursuits much more pleasurable than sunshine. Personally, Samantha would rather ride a horse than embroider her samplers.




  Roger had patiently tried to impress on her the fact that ladies weren’t physical, but she ignored him when she chose, and he allowed it. She was comfortable with him and felt she could, given enough time, mold him into the kind of husband she desired. After all, it was 1863, and if a girl of her independent nature even contemplated marriage, it would be to a man pliable to her wishes.




  The fact remained, she didn’t have a problem with Roger. The problem was her father. Well, that wasn’t exactly true, either. Oh, she knew her father was alive—quarterly deposits were still made to the bank. Mr. Cameron regularly gave her a reckoning of her account, very impressed with her holdings.




  Samantha wasn’t. She would rather be with her father than have all his money.




  “Oh, bother,” she fumed as she fanned her face with a hanky, trying to stir a small breeze within the confines of the stage. Feeling the need to reassure herself, she opened her handbag and retrieved the small book. Smiling, she remembered her father’s words of long ago.




  “If you do the last first, and the first last, and mix up the middle real good, nobody will know what you’re up to.” She opened to the back of the book and scanned the short verse:




  

    

      To know where your destiny lies,


      Watch the sun, and follow it down.


      An adventure will soon begin,


      Where the silver river flows through town.


    


  




  Soon, she would arrive at Silver River, in the Nevada Territory, where she just knew her father waited.




  Samantha barely managed to replace the book when the stage jerked. Thrown forward, her hands momentarily came to rest on Roger’s thighs. Hearing his strangled cry, a blush warmed her cheeks as she struggled to remain seated. The stage swung hard to the right, the passengers on either side grunting as their weight shifted, allowing her no room to lean back.




  Before she managed to elbow her way to an upright position, her body pitched across the distance as the driver set the brake to bring the stage to a grinding halt. This time Roger let out a howl, his knees clutching and jerking upward as her elbow landed near a very private place.




  She slid to an unladylike heap on the floor, petticoats flying, her hat knocked askew. She furiously tried to find the words to apologize. When she glimpsed Roger’s watering eyes and lips compressed in a very thin line, she kept quiet and scrambled to untangle herself from a most embarrassing situation.




  Unfortunately, the other passengers jostled her in their haste to bail out of the restrictive quarters. Their complete lack of manners caused her to crumple once more, but at least this time she kept her hands to herself.




  She finally managed to reseat herself, then allowed Roger to help her from the stage. She felt a moment’s panic at her first glimpse of Silver River. Most of the buildings, made of weathered wood, were devoid of color. Only a very few had even been whitewashed.




  “It’s so desolate,” she whispered. She lifted a gloved hand to her mouth, for the dust still hovered around the wheels of the stage to clog her nose and irritate her eyes.




  Oppressive heat stuck her clothes to her skin. The one saving grace was a gentle breeze that seemed to spring from nowhere, causing hand-painted signs to sway erratically above the doors to the few businesses the town boasted. From where she stood, not a single tree, bush or flower could be seen. Nor many people, for that matter.




  When she turned her face into the breeze, she noticed a man rapidly closing the distance between them. His long legs were encased in faded black trousers. He wore a beige shirt that stretched tight across his chest and his hair curled about his ears beneath his hat.




  Samantha sensed the power coiled within his lean frame as he came to a stop near the stage. When she noticed the star pinned to his shirt, her legs trembled and her heart hammered in her chest. She hoped he had come for someone else, and not to give her bad news about her father. Her stomach knotted unexpectedly at the deep timbre of his voice.




  “Ma’am.” He touched the wide black brim of his hat then addressed his remarks to Roger. “If you and the lady are looking for a refreshing drink before you continue your journey, I’d suggest the restaurant right behind you. Old Joe doesn’t like to linger, so you’ll want to be back out here as soon as possible.”




  Roger glanced nervously at Samantha, as though gauging her reaction. She shrugged her shoulders, having no idea why the man had commented on their trip.




  Her attention turned to the wiry driver, now on top of the stagecoach. Flabbergasted, she stared as he tossed parcels and luggage down to the ground with incredible speed. Reminded of the way he drove, Samantha wondered if he received his pay based on how fast he went, regardless of whether his passengers, and their luggage, arrived alive. When her trunk came under attack, she could remain quiet no longer.




  “Sir, do not throw my trunk down. I would like it to remain unbroken.” She lowered her voice and flashed him a smile. “If you please.”




  The driver looked at her, then at Roger, who stood silently by her side. Before she could repeat her request, he grinned, then spat a stream of tobacco juice within an inch of Roger’s shoes.




  “Good thing yer friend there din’t jump, ma’am. Else he mighta got marked!” The man roared with laughter as Roger sputtered in outrage.




  Samantha glared up at the driver. He shifted the plug of tobacco from cheek to cheek, as though he actually considered spitting again. Before she could think of a ladylike comment, he shouted at someone behind her.




  “Hey, there, Sloan! ‘If’n you please’, catch this here trunk so it don’t get broke.” The stage driver mimicked her request.




  “No need tossing it down, Joe. The lady won’t be staying.” Apparently it was the sheriff who answered to the name Sloan.




  Samantha whirled around to pin him with a stare. “Excuse me, but just because you wear a badge, I don’t believe you should tell people what to do. I am sure the law—”




  “Ma’am, I am the law, and I’m trying to be congenial. This town is just no place for a lady.”




  She brushed at the wayward strands of hair that escaped her bonnet as she tipped her head back to glare up at the sheriff. She tried to hold her temper, but it had only taken seconds for this giant to antagonize her to the point where she did not sound like a lady.




  “There is no law that says we cannot stay in this town. I assure you I have business here and intend to stay as long as need be.” Hot and tired, she just wanted to get settled and find her father.




  “Look, ma’am, out of the four men who exited that stage, perhaps one, then again maybe not, is an honest, hard-working person looking to strike it rich in the Sierras that border Silver River.” His gaze raked her small frame as he continued, “I’m positive the others have been sent by the very devil himself just to cause me trouble.”




  “Are you implying...how dare you! Roger, do something!” Samantha felt her face redden.




  “Now, Samantha. I’m sure the sheriff doesn’t mean us.” Roger slid a finger between his neck and shirt collar, a weak shrug lifting his shoulders.




  Samantha’s mouth dropped open at Roger’s rebuff, gentle though it had been. And here she thought he was becoming properly malleable. Even though he might be right, it irked her that he hadn’t immediately stepped forward to defend her.




  “I beg your pardon, Samantha.” The sheriff’s words rolled off his tongue in a drawl, his deep voice lingering over her name. His eyes flickered with gold sparks as he smiled.




  The sheriff’s words caused Samantha to pause. His speech was articulate and smooth. Something in his manner—some nuance—spoke of gentlemanly values and honor. But no matter his background, this man, with his predatory gaze and gun strapped low to his hip, definitely belonged to the wild and untamed frontier. Samantha shivered slightly as her gaze traveled back up his frame to find him perusing her just as intently. To cover her embarrassment, she responded in anger.




  “My name is Miss Delaney.” She tried to look down her nose in the haughty manner of Boston’s society belles. It was not easily managed since he towered over her by a good foot. All she got was a scowl for her efforts.




  “I’ll give you one day. Another stage will be here tomorrow. Until then, Nel has some rooms over her restaurant.” He nodded in the general direction of the eatery across the way. Samantha watched him glance down the street the opposite way. “Or Desiree may have a room or two.”




  “Desiree?” Samantha pounced on the name. Desiree—Desire—the name from her father’s poem. She surveyed the town with renewed interest, excited with the prospect of deciphering the poems, which she felt certain would lead her to her father. During the years in Boston as she tried to become a lady, she had forgotten how much she adored a challenge.




  She picked up one valise, ignored the sheriff and spoke directly to Roger. “I shall take a room at Desiree’s. You may check into the hotel. I will see you in one hour and we shall commence our investigation.”




  “But, Samantha, dear. I think it might be best if I went with you.”




  “Surely you don’t propose rooming with me, Roger? That wouldn’t be at all proper.” Roger’s face turned beet red, and Samantha realized he had misconstrued her remarks. She softened her tone. “If you would be kind enough to see my things to the boarding house, then we will meet.”




  She glanced again at the sheriff standing less than an arm’s length away. His arms were crossed, legs braced, and an incredible scowl etched his features. Undaunted, she decided she had as much right as anyone to be in Silver River.




  At her look, he shifted his gaze to the pile of trunks, bags and hatboxes that littered the dusty street.




  “Lady, I told you, you aren’t staying. What you can do is reserve yourselves seats on the next stage going east.”




  She raised her pert nose in the air, determined not to give him the upper hand. “The only thing you have right in that whole speech is lady, and I’ll thank you to remember it.” Lifting her skirts, she hurried down the street toward Desiree’s, knowing Roger would take care of her things. Sweet, dependable Roger.




  She stepped onto the porch but before she could knock, the door to the whitewashed house opened. She was grabbed by one wrist and hauled into the shadowy entryway. The door clicked shut behind her to cast the room in semi-darkness. Her eyes strained to adjust rapidly from the bright sunlight.




  “You came.” A woman’s voice and the strong scent of perfume allowed Samantha to breathe easier. She turned her head to the sound, her eyes finally focusing on a short, rather rounded, female person. The word lady didn’t enter her mind, considering this particular female had red lacquered nails and dyed black hair. She wore a garishly loud, purple satin dress edged in black lace. If she were somewhat more subdued, she probably would have been considered handsome for her age.




  “Who are you?” Samantha didn’t feel fear, just a sense of disbelief.




  “Desiree. Didn’t you see the right fine, hand-painted sign hangin’ off the porch proclaiming this to be ‘Desiree’s House for Boarders’? And you must be Sam.”




  Samantha gasped. No one but her father ever called her that.




  “Your daddy said you’d be a looker, like his wife. I just didn’t expect you so soon. Fact of the matter is, I wasn’t sure you would even come. I couldn’t make heads or tails of that gibberish he wrote, but he said you would. Right he was too, from the looks of it.”




  “Excuse me...please.” Samantha hated to interrupt. She considered it rude, but Desiree apparently didn’t take offense. She merely blinked her kohl-lined eyes and pursed her painted lips.




  “You know my father? Is he here?” She couldn’t believe her luck, finding her father the very day she arrived.




  “No, he ain’t here. Haven’t seen him in months. See, they was trying to do him in, so he had to go into hiding.”




  “Do him in?” Fear made her voice quiver.




  “Yeah, you know, kill him.”




  Samantha gasped, reaching for the back of a chair to keep upright. Her father was in trouble. She had been right to come. Now she had to decipher the poems, and quickly.




  “I suppose you’ll be wanting your room?”




  “My room?”




  “Of course. When your daddy got me this house, he said I was to keep one room empty for you. Seems he knew you’d be back someday.”




  Samantha watched as she reached for the silver chain that circled her neck and disappeared into her cleavage, amply displayed above the neckline of her gaudy dress. Mesmerized at the sight of a key dangling from the end of the chain, her father’s poem came back to her in a rush:




  

    

      The key to a room,


      Though cold in the night.


      Keep it close to your heart,


      >Desire may be in sight.


    


  




  If she ever had doubts as to whether Silver River was the right town, she had them no longer.




  * * * *




  An hour after the stage had departed, Sloan watched the lady leave the boarding house and hurry toward the hotel. She wore a finely tailored brown dress that covered a very petite, well-rounded figure. Short-topped kid boots peeked out from beneath her hem. A sassy looking hat covered her hair and blocked his view of her face, but he remembered her flashing green eyes.




  Her carriage and manner were those of a lady, but she still didn’t belong in his town. The few real ladies Silver River boasted were married and middle-aged, not young and beautiful. That combination meant trouble—either she would cause it, or she would be the cause of it.




  While he knew she and her dandy friend were out of place in a mining town, he couldn’t help but smile at her gumption. Miss Samantha Delaney—he liked the way her name sounded. He admired her no-nonsense attitude and the fact she stood up to him. Sloan knew too many men who wouldn’t do that. Hell, he liked everything about her, except perhaps her sassy mouth, but that was okay. If she intended to stay, sooner or later that little bundle of trouble would answer to him.




  He pushed his chair away from the wall. The front legs slammed down to the boardwalk; the wood creaked beneath his weight. He sauntered down the street toward Desiree’s. It was time for a visit to his favorite madam.




  Desiree smiled as she opened the door to his knock. “What are you doing here, Sloan? She ain’t your type.”




  “Now, how do you know that? Do you know her?” Instead of giving him an answer, she turned and walked through the hall to the kitchen. Sloan followed. She poured two cups of coffee and handed him one as he straddled a chair, his arms resting casually across the back.




  He puckered his lips and blew across the top of his cup to cool the hot liquid. Sloan had known Desiree since he moved to the territory. At that time, she had run a brothel. He had been a fancy, greenhorn lawyer clear from St. Louis. He wouldn’t have come to the territory at all if his grandmother hadn’t needed him. But once here, he felt like he belonged.




  Actually, his grandmother thought he really belonged in her fancy house in Virginia City, dressed up in finery to escort pretty ladies to dances.




  Instead, two years ago he became sheriff in Silver River when the last one got shot. The accident had taken place at Desiree’s establishment, and immediately afterwards she had quit the business. Even so, she kept up on the happenings in Silver River, and Sloan knew he could count on her for information.




  “Any other interestin’ passengers on that stage?” Desiree asked as she sat down at the table.




  “The usual rabble of fortune seekers and desperadoes from the looks of things.” He shook his head.




  “Perhaps they’re not all that bad.”




  “Hell, some try to strike it rich mining for silver, but most are determined to make it rich on those trying to make it rich. Unfortunately, the cutthroats and miscreants seem to be winning the war.”




  “Well then, maybe it’s time our town got a little ladylike influence.”




  Sloan snorted. “I’ve got claim jumping, sales of bogus mining stock, and outrageous prices for everything from a pickax to a tin pan. I don’t have time to worry about some lady. Now tell me, who is she?”




  “Name’s Samantha Delaney.”




  “I know that. Tell me what she’s doing here, and why she chose your place to stay.”




  “I know her daddy, Henry Delaney. He’s the one set me up in the boarding house business.”




  “Why?”




  “’Cuz he liked my cooking.”




  Sloan’s eyes rolled upward in a gesture of disbelief before they settled again on the woman sitting across from him. He had known Desiree before she had a respectable boarding house. He couldn’t remember anyone ever going to her place for a home-cooked meal.




  “For your cooking?” He chuckled, clearly indicating what he thought of that statement.




  “In Henry’s case, yeah!”




  “Okay, so tell me about her.”




  “Not much to tell. She seemed real excited about meeting me and getting a key to her room. But then, she just dropped everything and lit out of here real fast before we did much talking. Her daddy seems to be in trouble—men chasing him, trying to kill him, that sort of thing.” She shrugged her shoulders as though killing were an everyday occurrence.




  Sloan grimaced, for he still wasn’t used to the utter disregard for the law that prevailed in towns surrounding the Comstock.




  “Go on,” he prodded her gently as he noticed the concerned look in her eyes.




  “Before he left, Henry brought me a book to send to Samantha. Said his gal would know what to do. Didn’t make no sense at the time, but here she is. Determined to help her daddy, so it seems.”




  “Why is this Henry Delaney being chased?” The name rang a bell and Sloan mentally shuffled through wanted posters that littered the top of his desk.




  “Don’t rightly know that.” She gave him a toothy grin. “After all, I ain’t the sheriff.”




  He laughed as he set his cup on the table and unwound his tall frame from the chair. Nodding at Desiree, he took his leave.




  “I do know one thing, Tyler.” Sloan knew she only used his first name when she was dead serious and he had learned to listen over the years. He turned in mid-stride to give her his attention.




  “Henry Delaney is a good man, even if he is in trouble. And I know he loves his daughter something fierce. Hard telling what he’d do if she was to get in trouble while she’s out here. Best keep an eye on her.”




  Her comment brought a smile to his lips. From his earlier encounter with Miss Samantha Delaney, there was little doubt in his mind that trouble lay ahead. She appeared to be one stubborn lady who needed a strong hand to control her. From what he’d seen, that was not to be found in the greenhorn dandy who traveled with her. As for keeping an eye on her, with a figure like hers, that would be pure pleasure.




  Chapter 2




  ...And the fire child knew,


  Deep in her heart.


  That the captain cried, too,


  When for a while they did part.




  Samantha and Roger ate supper at the Silver River Hotel. She explained what she had learned from Desiree, but they failed to come up with a strategy. She returned to the boarding house exhausted. Though she noticed her trunks had arrived, she fell into bed without bothering to unpack.




  She dreamed that night of her father. The last time she had seen him, she had only been thirteen; tears streaming down her face as he put her on the stage. Distraught over leaving him, she had hollered something about his abandoning her. In truth, she had seen tears in his eyes, too.




  A brawny, third generation Irishman with red hair as fiery as his temper, her father’s word as an assayer had been trusted all along the West Coast. He had also invested in various mining ventures, but he and his partners hadn’t fared well. Eventually, they sold out and each went their separate ways. One partner, Paul Cameron, had decided to return to his father’s bank in Boston. It had been Paul who suggested Samantha should go with his wife and him. They would make sure she enrolled in a good school.




  Samantha hadn’t wanted to leave, but her father insisted. Her mother had died when she was ten, leaving him to raise her. Now, he felt she needed to be ‘schooled in the ways of proper young ladies.’




  She had seen no need to go clear to Boston for schooling. Her father had done a fine job teaching her about the world as they traveled between mining towns. After all, he was quite learned. Being an assayer brought him into contact with all types of people, most of whom were more than willing to teach Samantha what they knew.




  She had learned to read, write, and figure, and she could even assay ore. Along the way, she had also learned a few bawdy songs in the mining camps. It was shortly after she so proudly sang one to her father that he decided she needed to go away to school.




  And so it had been. Leaving her father somewhere in the Utah Territory, Samantha had cried most of the trip to Boston. She didn’t know how long it would be before she saw him again.




  She had gone to school, then acquired a clerk’s position at Bennet’s Mercantile. While it didn’t pay much, it did allow her to live on her own at a boarding house. Samantha had decided that at nineteen years of age, in the progressive year of 1863, she could be quite independent.




  Samantha awoke early, restless from her dreams. More determined than ever to find her father, she quickly unpacked the items from her trunks so she could wash and change. She stored her clothes in the plainly carved wardrobe, her smaller items and underthings in the chest of drawers set in one corner.




  As she poured water into the large bowl set on the commode, she looked around the room Desiree had set aside for her. Yellow flowered wallpaper gave it a cheery atmosphere. It was a corner room and the two windows let in a warm abundance of sunlight. She smiled at her reflection in the mirror as she quickly dressed in a gold and green striped silk, brushed her hair and twisted it in a loose knot at her nape.




  She could hear noises as she hurried down the short hallway to the kitchen and assumed the other boarders were already breakfasting. However, when she entered the kitchen she found only Desiree, dressed in a subdued white silk shirtwaist and navy skirt.




  Her wild look of yesterday had disappeared—she now had her hair pulled into a neat bun atop her head. Bright red nail lacquer was the only remaining evidence that Samantha hadn’t dreamed the entire episode. In her haste to talk to Roger, she hadn’t bothered to find out much about the woman who claimed to be a friend of her father’s.




  “Desiree?” The older woman spun to face her. As she had suspected, Desiree was quite a handsome woman without all the makeup she had worn the day before. Samantha wondered suddenly if her father and Desiree were more than friends, then, flustered by her wayward thoughts, she commented on the first thing that came to mind.




  “Your clothes...they’re...different.”




  Desiree laughed. “Yesterday, you caught me in my work dress.”




  Samantha blushed to the roots of her hair as she recalled their conversation from yesterday when Desiree had told her about running a brothel. Desiree saw her blush and laughed all the harder.




  “Ah, you remind me of another greenhorn when he first came out here. Lordy, dear, you gotta quit turning red over the littlest thing, else you’ll be fairly faintin’ away all the time.”




  Sam straightened her shoulders. “I do not faint.” She forced herself to continue, just to prove she could. “I thought you said you weren’t...in business anymore.” She finished in a rush.




  “I ain’t. But I do help Irish over at the saloon sometimes, when his girls get indisposed.” Desiree looked her straight in the eye when she spoke. “I ain’t ashamed of what I did before—I ran the best whorehouse in the whole territory.”




  Samantha’s expression must have shown her shock, because she added in a gentler voice, “But I want you to know—your daddy and me, we was friends, that’s all. Just real good friends.”




  Samantha breathed a sigh of relief. Somehow she felt better knowing her father hadn’t...well, fathers just weren’t supposed to do things like that. Deciding to get back to matters at hand, she posed another question.




  “Yesterday, didn’t you call this a boarding house?”




  “Mmmm.” Desiree took a swallow of coffee.




  “Where are your boarders, then? I don’t think I’ve seen anyone else in the house.”




  “Well, now.” She set a plate of biscuits and pan gravy in front of Samantha before taking a seat on the opposite side of the small table. She gave Samantha a weak half-smile before continuing. “This here is a boardin’ house, all right. ’Cept I don’t have any boarders. At the moment, that is.”




  “Why ever not? It is a very fine house, and you cook a great meal.” The last was said between bites as Samantha devoured the food. She couldn’t believe her hunger. She realized she had been too keyed up last evening to do more than pick at the meal Roger had bought her.




  Desiree waved away Samantha’s compliments as she brought the coffeepot to the table. “Ah, well, ain’t nothing. Always did like to cook, even when I ran a house.” She turned to Samantha, her warm, blue eyes asking if she could accept that. Samantha smiled back at her. It was hard not to like this energetic woman.




  “We don’t always get a lot of news out here, but I hear tell there’s a fierce war raging back east. How did you and that friend of yours manage to leave?”




  Samantha shivered at the reminder of the devastation from the war. Sitting here in Desiree’s kitchen, peace and quiet all around, it seemed a lifetime away.




  “At the time we left, Boston remained relatively safe. We were forced to travel a more northerly route, and much slower than I would have liked, but I could not remain in Boston knowing my father needed me.” Shaking off the memories, Samantha changed the subject. “How long has it been since my father was here?”




  “Well, now, I reckon it’s been about eight months or so.”




  That fits. His last letter had been eight months ago. She continued her thoughts aloud. “But what about the book? I only received it a short time ago. And you said Papa asked you to send it to me?” Somehow the facts didn’t add up. It surprised her when Desiree read her thoughts.




  “You’re right, maybe, not to trust me. But I’m tellin’ you the truth. I come home from Irish’s one night and the book laid on the table with a note. I’m guessin’ your daddy didn’t want anybody to see him here. You know, protecting me, he was.”




  Since her father had apparently taken care of Desiree before he disappeared, Samantha could think of no reason for her to lie now. That didn’t leave much for her to go on. He hadn’t been seen in eight months, and his friend here in Silver River once owned a brothel.




  Checking the watch pinned to her dress, Samantha decided she had time to do some visiting on her own before she met Roger. She helped Desiree wash their few dishes and tidy up the kitchen, then retrieved her parasol and handbag from her room.




  Silver River was laid out quite simply. There were no winding stone paths around the houses or between the shops like Boston. Here, practicality and speed had built the entire town to face one main street.




  Samantha thought it strange that small towns sprang up in the middle of nowhere, but Desiree had said they served an important purpose to the miners. The men who worked up in the hills didn’t want to go clear to Virginia City for supplies, or for anything else.




  In Silver River, they could drink and gamble without fear of losing everything they owned and the sheriff did an admirable job of keeping the shootings to a minimum. So while the town appeared deserted during the week, Desiree had assured her that come Saturday night, things would liven up.




  Samantha stepped down from one boardwalk, took three steps, then lifted her skirts to step onto the next. She shook her head. Apparently, even if the stores did all face the same street, not much planning had gone into their construction.




  By the time she visited the bank and Mr. Everhart’s Emporium, Roger awaited her at the hotel. After her talk with Desiree, Samantha had a very good idea where to start the search for her elusive father. Unfortunately, Roger did not agree.




  “You are a lady—what will people think?” Roger argued as her brisk steps took her down the boardwalk.




  “There are hardly enough people in Silver River to matter. Besides, I only want to ask some questions.” She opened the picket gate and marched with purposeful stride toward the front door.




  “I refuse to let you go in there.” He grabbed her arm. She frowned at his hand on her elbow until he slowly released her. “I let you come to this desolate place, but now...”




  “You let me?” His attitude confused her. They had come to Silver River to ask questions, and now he wanted to argue. Her eyes narrowed. “You are not my keeper, Roger. I did not ask you to come with me, you volunteered.”




  “Keep your voice down. It’s most improper for a lady to raise her voice, especially in public. In fact, it’s most improper for you to be anywhere near this place.” Roger’s gaze darted anxiously back and forth while he twisted his hands together.




  “Why, Roger. I didn’t know you were so well versed in the finer qualities of being a lady.” While she tried to tease him out of his bad humor, his attitude did bewilder her.




  She patted her forehead with her lace handkerchief. “Perhaps I should let you swoon from this terrible heat while I move forward with the business at hand.”




  As she spoke, she unbuttoned the top two buttons of her dress, then pulled it away from her neck and fanned herself with one hand.




  Roger’s brows shot up and his eyes rounded as he stared at her exposed neck. His Adam’s apple bobbed convulsively when he swallowed, clearly shocked by her behavior. For once, Samantha didn’t care.




  The heat was already insufferable though it was barely twelve o’clock. Moisture collected on her upper lip, and it was entirely too hot for all the petticoats she wore. The sooner she questioned the ladies at Chastity’s, the sooner she could return to her room and don something cooler. She would just take matters into her own hands if Roger wouldn’t be more cooperative.




  “What the sweet loving hell is going on out here?”




  The sheriff’s voice boomed in the stillness, and Samantha involuntarily stepped back. He stood framed by the door. His shirt hung open with the tails outside his trousers. His bare feet were very noticeable from where she stood by the first step.
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