
[image: cover]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: title]




Chapter One
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ROSE WARREN STOPPED CRYING before her daughter, Tiffany, opened the front door of their brownstone town house, but she couldn’t get out of her mind the words that had provoked the tears. Come with her, Rose. It’s been fifteen years, haven’t you tortured us long enough?

She usually let her daughter, who had turned eighteen last month, read the letters from Franklin Warren. Frank usually kept them impersonal so she could share them with their daughter. This time he didn’t, and she wadded the letter up in her fist and stuffed it in her pocket as soon as she heard Tiffany’s voice in the hall. The girl didn’t know the real reason her parents didn’t live together. Frank didn’t even know the real reason she’d had to leave him. After all these years, it was best it remain that way.

“Tiffany, join me in the parlor, please!” Rose called out before Tiffany could go upstairs to her room.

The afternoon light glinting in her shiny reddish-blond hair, Tiffany removed her bonnet as she entered the parlor, then the short, thin cape from her shoulders. The weather was too warm now for a coat, yet a lady in New York City still had to be respectably dressed when she left the house.

As Rose gazed at Tiffany, she was once again reminded that her little darling was not so little anymore. Ever since Tiffany had turned eighteen, Rose had said more than one prayer that her daughter would stop growing. She was already well above average height at five feet eight inches and often complained about it. Tiffany got that height from her father, Franklin, and got his emerald green eyes, too, she just didn’t know it. She got fine bones from Rose and delicate features that made her more than pretty, but she’d only partially gotten Rose’s red hair; Tiffany’s was more a coppery hue.

“I’ve had a letter from your father.”

No response.

Tiffany used to get so excited over one of Frank’s letters, but that had been so long ago—about the time she’d stopped asking when he would visit.

It broke Rose’s heart to see the indifferent attitude her daughter had adopted toward her father. She knew Tiffany had no memories of him. She’d been too young when she and Rose had left Nashart, Montana. Rose knew she should have let them meet over the years. Frank had been magnanimous in sending the boys to her, though she was sure he had done it to make her feel guilty for not reciprocating and allowing their daughter to visit him. She’d been too afraid Frank wouldn’t let Tiffany return home to her. It wasn’t a groundless fear, it was her worst nightmare. In his rage he’d threatened to keep their daughter. He’d threatened so many things to try to make his family whole again. And she couldn’t even blame him for that effort! But it wasn’t going to happen, it couldn’t. And now she was going to face her greatest fear: that once Tiffany got to Montana, Rose would never again see her.

She should have insisted that Tiffany’s fiancé come to New York to court her. But that would have been the last straw for Frank. He’d honored Rose’s wishes for fifteen years and stayed away, but this was the year she’d promised him Tiffany would live under his roof again. Rose couldn’t, in good conscience, keep them apart any longer.

Tiffany stopped in front of her and held out her hand for the letter. Rose directed her to the sofa instead. “Sit down.”

Tiffany raised her brow at being denied the letter, but took the seat across from Rose. The room was large. The town house was large. Rose’s parents had come from old-world wealth, all of which was hers now. When Rose had returned from Montana Territory with her three-year-old daughter, she’d found her mother recuperating from a series of illnesses that had left her an invalid during the five years Rose had been away. Rose’s mother had only lasted four more years, but at least Tiffany had gotten to know her grandmother.

That had been a painful time in Rose’s life. She’d had to give up her husband, give up her three sons, then she’d lost her only remaining parent. But at least she’d had Tiffany. She would probably have gone mad with grief if she’d had to give up Tiffany, too. But now the day for that had come as well. . . .

“Is it time for the Talk again?” Tiffany asked in a bored tone.

“You’ve gotten sassy since you turned eighteen,” Rose noted.

“If that’s what you want to call this resentment that’s been eating away at me, fine. Sassy it is.”

“Tiffany—”

“I won’t go to Montana, Mama. I don’t care if it means bloodshed. I don’t care if it means I won’t ever see my brothers again. I refuse to marry someone I’ve never met.” Tiffany crossed her arms over her chest and jutted out her chin defiantly. “There, I’ve finally said it and I’m not changing my mind.”

“I quite agree.”

Tiffany’s eyes widened before she squealed in relief. “Thank you! You can’t imagine how miserable I’ve been over the prospect—”

“You should let me finish. I agree you’re not going to marry a man you’ve never met. You’re going to go to Montana to meet him. You will have several months to get to know him. At the end of that time if you have no liking for him, then, yes, you can end this engagement and come back to New York before the weather turns bad. I give you my word on that, Tiffany.”

“Why did you never tell me I would have a choice about this marriage you and my father arranged for me when I was just a baby?”

“Because I hoped you would honor this commitment I made for you of your own volition. I wanted you to grow accustomed to the idea, hoped you might even be looking forward to it by now.”

“But Montana isn’t even civilized yet!”

“Can we have this conversation without the shouting, please?” Then Rose added with a slight grin, “The Territory of Montana is not as uncivilized as you think. I thought your brothers convinced you of that. And it’s some of the most beautiful country I’ve ever seen. You might actually like it there.”

“I like it here, where I’ve grown up, where my friends live, where you live,” Tiffany mumbled, then said louder, “where men don’t wear guns on their hips because there’s always something that needs shooting, including people. How could you even agree to this arrangement in the first place, Mama?”

“I’m the one who suggested it.” She’d never told her daughter that before, and looking at Tiffany’s widely rounded emerald eyes now, she wished she’d been able to explain some other way. But there was no other way.

“So you’re the one throwing me to the wolves?”

“Oh, good grief, Tiff, don’t be so melodramatic. It was the only thing I could think of to end the feud between the Callahans and the Warrens. That strip of land with the water on it between the two properties isn’t even what started it, but both sides are using it to keep the feud alive, both claiming it’s theirs. I’ve never seen such pigheadedness, on both sides. Anytime they got near that water at the same time, shots were fired. If any cows wandered across it, they weren’t given back, which caused more shooting. Giving it to you and Hunter Callahan as part of your marriage agreement will end the contention over it.”

“So you took it upon yourself to end a feud you didn’t start by sacrificing your only daughter?”

Rose made a sound of exasperation. “For your information, young lady, Zachary Callahan is one of the most handsome men I’ve ever met. I had no doubt that his young sons would grow up to be just as handsome, considering the pretty wife he married. I didn’t think I was sacrificing you at all, I was quite sure you’d be thrilled with a Callahan for a husband. But then as an outsider, I saw things differently. The ranchers were aggressive, even possessive, yes, but I don’t think that was unique to the area. Frank and Zachary were just two strong-willed men who weren’t willing to concede an inch. Bad history started it, and that water on the border between the two ranches wouldn’t let it end. Personally, I don’t think the Callahans are bad people. Zachary might be a competitive, ornery cattleman, but he has a reputation of being a devoted husband and a good father, which says a lot for a family.”

“It wasn’t up to you to end the feud, Mama. Why did you even try?”

She wasn’t going to burden Tiffany with the horrors she’d lived through back then. Shots were fired so often she was afraid one of her children was going to catch the next bullet. Then a simple idea had occurred to her: to end that feud through marriage. When she’d first brought up the idea to Frank, she didn’t know that she and Tiffany wouldn’t remain in Montana. She’d imagined Tiffany and Hunter growing up together, being friends first, then falling in love naturally . . .

She tried to explain in simpler terms. “I hated that feud, but, yes, I tried to ignore it, until the night your father was carried home half-dead. It wasn’t a Callahan that shot him, but one of the Callahans’ hired hands. A funny thing about the West: employees take sides, too, and some of them don’t follow orders too well. But regardless, your father came close to dying, and I was so desperate to put an end to the bloodshed that I’d try anything. And the betrothal did exactly that. There’s been a truce ever since. Your brothers got to grow up without having bullets flying at them every time they went out on the range.”

Rose waited breathlessly for Tiffany’s response. What she’d told her daughter wasn’t all a lie, only partial truths. But it was exactly what they’d all thought when Frank had been shot. But the shooter didn’t work for the Callahans. He had another employer, one much more ruthless, who was pulling his strings. When she found that out and learned she couldn’t put the blame where it belonged, she did the only thing she could think of to stop Frank from retaliating once he recovered: she brought up the idea of a truce through marriage again, a sure means of ending that deplorable feud for good, and insisted on it this time.

She was the only one who knew what really happened that night and why. It had to remain that way. But Tiffany’s accepting an arranged marriage could really be the salvation of two neighboring families that were too stubborn to agree to share water rights instead of fighting over them. But Rose wouldn’t force her daughter to solve a generations-old problem. She could only ask her daughter to give Montana and Hunter Callahan a chance.

Thankfully, Tiffany’s expression turned a little curious. “So what happens if I do call the marriage off? They’re back to trying to kill each other?”

Rose cringed. “I don’t know. I’m hoping these fifteen years of getting along has made them realize they never should have carried on a fight their grandparents started that has nothing to do with them.”

“What did start it?”

“I’m not even sure. Something about a wedding that turned into a shooting instead.”

“You mean the two families were supposed to have been joined through marriage two generations ago?”

“Apparently.”

“That doesn’t portend well for your idea of trying it again,” Tiffany pointed out. “In fact, a marriage between the two families is more likely fated to never happen.”

Rose gave her daughter a stern look. “It won’t happen with that attitude. Will you at least meet this man without prejudice? Give him a chance, Tiffany. He could make you very happy.”

Tiffany mulled that over for a few moments before she allowed, “Now that I know I don’t have to marry him if I don’t want to, I suppose I can try and look at this from a new perspective—as a two-month summer holiday in a different part of the country. When are we leaving?”

“I’m not going—well, not all the way. I’ll accompany you as far as Chicago and stay there to await the outcome of your courtship.”

Tiffany’s shoulders slumped with that news. “Why bother, if you’re not going all the way?”

“Because I want to be relatively close by in case you need me, and with the rail lines connecting all the way to Nashart now, Chicago is pretty darn close. Anna will be going with you, of course. And I’ve arranged for a retired US marshal to meet us in Chicago to escort you on the last leg of the journey, right to your father’s door.”

Rose was going to start crying in a moment if Tiffany didn’t stop looking so sad about this impending separation. “You aren’t even a little excited about this trip?” she asked hopefully.

“No,” Tiffany replied tonelessly as she stood up to leave the room.

“About seeing your father again?”

“Again?!” Tiffany swung around with a snarl. “I don’t remember him, and you and he made sure I’d have no memories of him. So I’ll be honest, Mama. If I could get this over with without laying eyes on Franklin Warren, I would.”

“Tiffany!”

“I’m not kidding, and don’t give me all those excuses about why I’ve grown up without a father. If he’d really wanted to see me, he would have found a way. But he didn’t. And as far as I’m concerned, now it’s too late.”

Rose saw the angry tears welling in Tiffany’s eyes before Tiffany bolted out of the parlor. God, what had she done to the people she loved the most?



Chapter Two
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TIFFANY HATED FIGHTING WITH her mother, hated it so much the painful lump of emotion was still in her chest when she went downstairs for dinner that night. But her mother took one look at her and understood, holding out her arms. Tiffany flew into them for a hug. Both of them laughed after a moment because Tiffany, who was above average in height, had to bend over slightly to get her hug.

Rose put her arm around Tiffany’s waist and led her into the dining room. Dinners were formal in the Warren household, guests or no, and mother and daughter dressed accordingly. Tiffany’s evening gown was coral with ivory sequins outlining the square neckline. Rose’s was navy blue with black lace, but her bright red hair countered the rather somber colors. Only one of the four Warren siblings had Rose’s dark-red hair, Roy, the third oldest. The other two boys were blond like their father. Only Tiffany with her reddish-gold hair got a blending of both parents’ hair colors.

“We won’t talk about it anymore until it’s time to pack,” Rose assured Tiffany as they took their seats at one end of the long table.

“It’s all right, Mama. I convinced myself I wouldn’t be going. Now that I am, I have a few questions that are long overdue.”

Tiffany realized she probably shouldn’t have added the overdue part. A flash of wariness crossed her mother’s face before Rose smiled and said, “Of course.”

“I know that the Transcontinental Express can cross the country all the way to California in a record-breaking four days, and Chicago isn’t even half that distance. I appreciate that you’re going to travel with me that far, but why are you really going to stay in Chicago rather than return home to await the outcome of this courtship?”

“Is that really what’s on your mind?”

Tiffany chuckled. “No. I just feel if you’re going to go that far, I don’t see why you can’t go all the way to Nashart. Why spend two months in a hotel when—”

“Chicago is the closest big city that offers the comforts I’m accustomed to.”

“Fine, but doesn’t Nashart have a hotel?”

“It didn’t the last time I was there, just a boardinghouse. It might have one now, but I can’t hide in a town that size. Too many people will remember me. Frank would find out and he’d be breaking down doors.”

Tiffany looked at her mother incredulously. “Breaking down doors? You’re exaggerating, right?”

“No.”

“Then why didn’t he come here and break our door down?” Tiffany demanded, her tone taking on an angry note that, fortunately, her mother didn’t seem to notice.

“Because he knew I’d have him thrown in jail.” Then Rose added in disgust, “In Nashart, no one would blink an eye over such rambunctious behavior.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m still his wife and they all know it.”

“Why is that, Mama?”

There it was, floating in the air between them, the question that interested Tiffany most and that had never been answered to her satisfaction. Her parents had been separated for fifteen years but they hadn’t gotten a divorce so they could remarry. And Rose was still a beautiful woman. She wasn’t even forty yet.

Tiffany’s parents had met in Chicago when Rose had gone to visit her great-aunt, now deceased. Her last evening in the city, Rose had gone to a dinner party given by a friend of her aunt’s, who was the lawyer Franklin Warren had hired to negotiate some cattle contracts he’d come to the city to arrange, so he’d been invited to the dinner, too. After talking with each other that evening—all evening, actually—Frank impulsively got on her train the next day and followed her all the way to New York and began a whirlwind courtship that swept Rose off her feet. They were married a month later. And that’s about all Tiffany knew about her parents’ marriage.

When Rose didn’t answer the question, Tiffany added reproachfully, “I assumed when I turned eighteen, you’d finally tell me why I’m living here with you and my brothers are living in Montana with our father.”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Rose said evasively, and began eating her soup, which had just been served. “Your father and I just weren’t suited to each other.”

“You were suited long enough to get married and have four children.”

“Don’t be impertinent.”

Tiffany flinched. “I’m sorry. That really was uncalled for. But, Mama, please, I’m old enough to hear the truth, and I’d like to hear it before I actually meet him.”

Rose continued eating. It looked as if she was going to pretend they weren’t having this conversation. Tiffany hadn’t touched her own soup yet.

She was debating whether to turn mulish or give up when Rose finally said, “We married too quickly, Tiffany, before we found out how little we had in common. And he didn’t warn me ahead of time about that feud that was going to intrude on our marriage. I still tried to make a go of it. I did love him, you know.”

And still did, Tiffany guessed, but she didn’t say that. Rose was still evading the question. Telling her that she and Frank had nothing in common was purely an excuse so she wouldn’t have to discuss the real reason she’d left her husband.

Rose added, “I would have divorced your father if I’d found a reason to.”

“You mean another man?”

“Yes. But that never happened. And actually, I’m not sure I can even get a divorce. Not long after I snuck off, taking you with me, he said he would fight a divorce.”

“You snuck off?”

“Yes, in the middle of the night, so I could catch the stage first thing in the morning to get a head start on Frank. The railroad hadn’t connected to Montana yet. And my maid delayed him from finding out I’d left by telling him I wasn’t feeling well.”

Tiffany was fascinated. This was the first she’d heard that her mother had fled Montana stealthily. But if Frank hadn’t woken up and found her gone, then . . .

“You weren’t—sharing the same room?”

“No, not by that point.”

Tiffany wasn’t blushing over the subject, but she wondered why her mother suddenly was. Rose hadn’t blushed even once a couple of years ago when she’d given Tiffany all the information she would need to know about married life. But if her parents’ marriage had deteriorated to the point of their not even sharing the same bed, then Tiffany pretty much had part of the answer. Rose must have stopped wanting her husband—in that way. Either that or Franklin Warren had simply turned into a bad husband, one that Rose couldn’t stand living with anymore. And the latter was something Tiffany wanted to know before she showed up at his ranch. What if he prevented her from leaving if she decided not to marry Hunter Callahan, the same way he’d tried to prevent Rose from leaving?

But she gave her mother a reprieve from answering that question since Rose seemed uncomfortable with the subject. And Tiffany was still curious about how her mother managed to escape, especially since Tiffany now wondered if she might have to do the same thing.

“Isn’t a horse faster than a stagecoach?” she asked.

“Yes, and I knew Frank would catch up to us, so in the next town I bought a stage ticket to the nearest train depot, but we didn’t get on it. I hid us in that town instead.”

“I have no memories of that trip, none at all.”

“I’m not surprised, as young as you were.”

“So he got ahead of us?”

“Yes. It was much less nerve-racking knowing where he was than constantly having to look over my shoulder. I telegraphed my mother so she knew to expect him and turn him away. I wasn’t able to go directly home because of his stubbornness. For two days he didn’t sleep, he just stood across the street from this house, waiting for us to show up. For three months he stayed in New York, banging on the door to this house daily. One day he even forced his way in.”

“Were we here yet?”

“No, I wasn’t about to go home until he actually left the city. You and I stayed with an old school friend nearby. Mama had Frank arrested, of course, for pushing past our butler and searching the house from top to bottom. She was furious with him by then because his persistence was keeping us from coming home. She let him rot in jail for a week before she dropped the charges at my request. He finally gave up after that and returned to Montana.”

“Maybe he hasn’t divorced you because he still hopes you’ll come back to him,” Tiffany said.

“Oh, I’ve no doubt of that. No matter what I said, no matter how nasty I got about it, he continues to think I’ll return to him someday.”

“Will you?”

Rose lowered her eyes to the table. “No.”

“And you don’t think that the fact that you haven’t tried to get a divorce gives him false hope? Surely after this long he wouldn’t still fight it, would he?”

“I don’t know. He said he’d go to his grave married to me. He’s a stubborn man. He just might. But like I said, I’ve never had incentive to find out.”

“You two write to each other,” Tiffany said incredulously. “Why haven’t you simply asked him?”

Rose smiled wryly. “We don’t write about ‘us’ in those letters, Tiff. We did for a while, at least he did. He was angry that I left without telling him, then he was heartbroken when I refused to go back, then he got angry again. He finally got the message that I would only write about you children and nothing else. The one time he wrote about our marriage, I didn’t answer him for a year. When I finally did, I warned him you would be reading his letters from then on, so he confined himself to neutral subjects.”

All those letters Tiffany got to read were friendly in tone. Some were even funny, indicating that her father had a sense of humor. But all he ever wrote about were the ranch, her brothers, and people she didn’t know, friends of his and her mother’s in Montana, people she’d probably meet once she got there. Never in those letters did he address Tiffany directly, other than to say, Give Tiffany my love. But she also got to read Rose’s letters to him, and her mother always asked her if she wanted to add anything to the letters. She used to. She told him about learning to ice-skate with her best friend, Margery, and that Tiffany thought it was fun when she fell through the ice, but no one else did. She told him about David, a boy who lived on her block, and how she felt so bad for accidentally breaking his nose, but that he forgave her, so they were still friends. She told him about the kitten she found and lost and how she and Rose searched for it for weeks. She shared a lot in those letters—until she began to resent that he never visited her, not even once.

That resentment got worse, especially when her brothers would arrive at the town house alone. She used to stand at the door, staring at the coach that dropped them off, waiting for her father to step out of it, too. He never did. The coach would drive off. Empty. After the second time that happened, that’s how her heart felt anytime she thought of Franklin Warren. Empty.

She stopped standing at the front door with hope in her heart and tears in her eyes, and she stopped reading Frank’s letters, or adding anything to Rose’s. She’d been nine or ten at the time, she couldn’t remember exactly. She only pretended to read them after that, so her mother wouldn’t know how painful she found her father’s rejection of her. It was the only way she could shield herself from something that hurt that much. She tried to put her father so far out of her mind that he didn’t exist—until she got a letter from one of her brothers that mentioned their father and clearly conveyed how much they loved him. Then the tears would stream down her cheeks before she finished reading it.

Her brothers didn’t know how she really felt either. The boys still talked about their father when they visited. They loved him. Of course they did, he hadn’t abandoned them as he’d abandoned her. They just didn’t notice that she wasn’t listening to them, or that she interrupted them to get them to talk about something less painful. She hated it when they had to leave to return to Frank. She had so much fun with them when they were here—playing with them, riding with them in the park, being teased by them. It felt as if they were a real family. Their departure always proved they weren’t.

“Did you lie to me, Mama? Do you actually hate him?”

“That’s a strong word that isn’t at all appropriate. He’s an infuriating man. His stubbornness rivals my own. He had the sort of arrogance that I suppose comes with carving an empire out of nothing. He was at war with his neighbors. Sometimes I think he actually enjoyed the conflict. Some days I was afraid to even leave the ranch, but his attitude was for me not to worry my pretty head about it. You can’t imagine how exasperating that was. I got so angry I could have ridden over to the Callahans’ and shot the lot of them. I might even have tried it if I actually knew how to use a rifle. No, I didn’t hate him, I just couldn’t live with him anymore.”

“And you’re not going to tell me why, are you?”

“I did—”

“You didn’t! He cheated on you, didn’t he?” she guessed.

“Tiffany!”

“Just tell me yes. It’s the only thing that makes any sense.”

“It was simply two people who couldn’t live compatibly in the same house anymore. I cared enough about him to leave, so he could find someone else.”

Nearly in the same breath alluding to fighting then just the opposite, that Rose cared too much? What was so horrible about the truth that Rose was making up so many excuses, none of them with the ring of truth to them?

And then Tiffany threw out another guess, “Or you found someone else and it just didn’t work out?”

“Tiffany, stop it. There was no other man. There was no other woman. It was a tragedy, it still is. Why are you making me relive it?”

That was the one question her mother knew would make her back off. And Tiffany did just that. She loved her mother so much. But she’d lived too long with the hurt of her father abandoning both of them. And now that she was finally going to meet him, she was afraid that all that hurt would spill out in recriminations when she got there, because while her mother might not hate Frank Warren, Tiffany was sure that what she felt for him had to be hate. It was too strong to be anything else.

Oh, God, she’d managed to put ice around her heart and pretend to be indifferent to her father’s rejection. Now all that pain was suddenly back, welling in her chest, and she felt like the little girl standing at the door again, staring at an empty coach.

“I’m sorry,” she said to her mother. “I was actually hoping you could give me a reason not to hate my father and you haven’t done that. I’ll go to Montana to honor the commitment you made, but I don’t want to see him any more than you do.”

She wasn’t shouting it this time, which warned her mother it wasn’t just an emotional statement, she actually meant it. And she added, “Callahan can court me from town, can’t he? I don’t actually have to stay at Papa’s ranch, do I?”

“And how will it look to the Callahans if you’re at war with your father? Not exactly reassuring that the feud will come to an end, is it?”

“Fine,” Tiffany grumbled ungraciously. “I’ll tolerate him.”

Rose actually burst out laughing. “Baby, you’ll be gracious and polite. You’ve been raised to be a lady. Now we’re changing the damn subject,” she added, quite unladylike herself. “Eat your fish. It’s probably the last you’ll be having for a while. Cattlemen eat beef and nothing else.”

Tiffany nodded, but she wasn’t used to feeling so frustrated. Despite everything her mother had just said, she still didn’t know why her parents had separated. But if her mother wouldn’t tell her, maybe her father would. . . .



Chapter Three
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“AND I WAS SO sure I could get used to traveling,” Anna huffed indignantly on Tiffany’s behalf. “Your mama should have warned us that fancy Pullman car she rented wouldn’t be coming with us on the last leg of the trip.”

Tiffany grinned at her maid across the table in the dining car. “Mama spoiled us with the Pullman car. This is how most people travel across the country.”

Anna Weston had been Tiffany’s maid for four years now. Blond, brown-eyed, she was only five years older than Tiffany, though her cherubic looks made people think she was much younger. Despite being only twenty-three, Anna had more accomplishments under her belt than most women who had to work for a living. In addition to her being well read and having beautiful penmanship, one of her brothers had taught her how to lay wallpaper seamlessly, her father had taught her how to build and repair furniture, and her mother had taught her to play four different musical instruments. The agency that had placed Anna with the Warrens had gotten her two other job offers: one as a governess and another as a teacher. So Anna had her choice of employment.

Tiffany didn’t know that until after Anna had come to work for them. She didn’t know either that Anna had almost turned down the job because Tiffany had made her laugh during the interview. It wasn’t that Anna didn’t have a sense of humor, only that she did not think it appropriate to reveal it to her employer. But Anna was practical, too. In the end, she accepted the job in the Warren household because it paid much more than the other two choices she’d had at the time. But the maid prided herself on being strictly professional at all times, even to the point that she refused to call Tiffany anything other than Miss Tiffany. But that didn’t stop Tiffany from trying to break down Anna’s stiff formality. She saw no reason why she and Anna couldn’t be friends as well as employer and employee. Only on rare occasions did Tiffany think her efforts might be working.

But while Anna wouldn’t call herself Tiffany’s friend and probably never would, she was fiercely loyal to Tiffany. And protective, which made her a fine chaperone. If a man even looked sideways at Tiffany, Anna gave him her hell-hath-no-fury look. And thankfully she was adventurous—well, until they left Chicago she had been. She’d agreed to travel to the “Wild West” because she’d admitted that she’d always wanted to see more of the world. Tiffany wanted to travel, too. She wanted to go on a grand tour of Europe like other young ladies her age, or even up to her friend Margery’s cottage in Newport, where she’d spent a good deal of time last summer. But she certainly didn’t want to go to uncivilized Montana Territory.

“The seats on this train aren’t that uncomfortable, just not as lushly padded as those in the Pullman. At least this train has a dining car,” Tiffany pointed out.

Anna’s expression turned even more sour, telling Tiffany the seats weren’t the problem. Of course they weren’t. Anna’s real complaint was how crowded the train was, and the heat and the stench that came with such overcrowding. The long seats in the passenger cars were designed for two to three people, but they were now occupied by four or even five, including children and screaming infants. Tiffany would have been complaining if Anna hadn’t beaten her to it, which made it quite difficult for her to see the bright side of their situation. This was such a far cry from having that fancy private Pullman all to themselves, which had been like riding in a small parlor!

Rose certainly wouldn’t have let them get on this train if she’d known they’d be traveling in such deplorable conditions. But then the long line of farmers hadn’t boarded in Chicago but after they’d crossed the border into Wisconsin. The conductor had apologized to Tiffany and Anna, explaining that the high number of passengers was quite out of the ordinary, but nonetheless, they were now operating as an immigrant express train. It was just their rotten luck that a new tract of farmland had opened up in Montana and had been advertised in the East, causing hundreds if not thousands of immigrants to pour into the territory to start new lives. While the influx of farmers was good for Montana’s growing population, which needed more food crops, it made the train ride into the territory uncomfortable.

“Look on the bright side,” Tiffany said to Anna as their lunch was served. “We’re actually going to arrive a few days early because the train is no longer stopping at every depot to pick up more passengers, merely to refuel and resupply as needed. And Mama said the ranch house is big and finely furnished, thanks to her. She’s sure we’ll feel right at home when we get there.”

After reading Frank’s last letter, Rose had also said, “They’ve already started building your house on the contested land—and come to blows. It was a mistake to think they could work together before the marriage takes place. But that’s your father for you, quite the optimist.”

Her mother had said that with such a fond expression on her face it sparked all sorts of new possibilities in Tiffany’s mind, including one she used to think about often when she was little, before she’d turned bitter—getting her parents back together.

Before the waiter finished setting their plates down, he leaned slightly toward Tiffany and whispered, “I’m sorry, miss, but due to the long line, we won’t be able to finish serving before the dinner hour is over if we don’t fill every seat at the tables now.”

It wasn’t the first time Tiffany and Anna would have to dine with strangers. If the train hadn’t turned into an express line to deal with the land giveaway, they could have taken advantage of restaurants at the station stops. As it was now, they were barely given twenty minutes to stretch their legs when the train stopped, sometimes not even that. But at least they still had the dining car, crowded though it was.

Tiffany nodded her understanding to the waiter. Anna sighed. A young woman named Jennifer, whom they had met the day before, sat down with a chuckle. Blond, rather pretty, she was dressed similarly to Tiffany, just without the high-fashioned bustle and in much less expensive material. Still, she was obviously a city girl, not one of the farmers’ wives dressed in faded calico dresses. Jennifer also seemed to be traveling alone, which Tiffany thought was quite brave of her.

A moment later, a young farmer joined them, too, wearing overalls and a misshapen hat that he didn’t remove. The harried waiter set down two more plates for him and Jennifer before rushing back to the kitchen. The farmer didn’t say a word, just gave them the briefest of nods before he lowered his head bashfully and started eating. He was probably embarrassed to be seated with women he didn’t know, or afraid they might be offended if a strange man spoke to them. Anna probably would have been, so it was just as well he didn’t try.

Jennifer, on the other hand, was gregarious. “We meet again,” she said to Tiffany. “Now that we’re making a habit of this, I should probably introduce myself properly. Jennifer Fleming of Chicago. I’m a housekeeper by trade. My agency is sending me to Nashart for a year—or longer if I find I like it there.”

Tiffany’s eyes widened, recalling what her mother had told her while helping her pack for the trip. Tiffany had asked Rose, “Why the new clothes, Mama? I’ll have no use for them on a ranch.”

“You will use them. You will not change your routines just because you will be in Montana. I citified your father while I was there. He became used to a house full of servants, formal dinners, and the finer things in life. He may have regressed after I left, but you need only remind him of what you are accustomed to and I have no doubt he will adjust accordingly, if he hasn’t already. He wrote that he’s hiring a housekeeper from Chicago to make you feel more at home.”

Tiffany hadn’t read that in his last letter, so it must have been in an earlier one that Rose hadn’t let her read. Could this young woman sitting next to her be that housekeeper? How many housekeepers from Chicago could be going to a small town like Nashart?

Tiffany laughed. “This could be quite a coincidence. I wonder if it is my father who has hired you. Franklin Warren?”

“Indeed!”

“I was under the impression you were already at the ranch,” Tiffany said.

“I should have been. I had to placate my family, and my fiancé, who wanted me to wait until he could come with me. It was his idea that we start our lives together on this side of the continent. Though he favors California, he’s willing to give Montana a try if I like it there. He’s still quite annoyed at me for not waiting for him, but I couldn’t pass up this opportunity when my agency offered it to me because it pays so well. Your father must be quite rich.”

Tiffany had no idea if her father was rich, so she merely smiled in reply. Anna was giving Jennifer a disapproving look. Anna had met her fair share of housekeepers; so had Tiffany for that matter. Neither had met one who was such a chatterbox, or as young as Jennifer. But these were unusual circumstances, their traveling together on a hot, crowded train into a part of the country that was barely civilized. It could just be nervous chatter. Besides, Jennifer wasn’t working yet, so maybe she didn’t think she had to adopt a formal, professional manner with the daughter of her new employer until she reported for duty.

Jennifer continued to chatter about the trip. The farmer never said a word, didn’t even introduce himself, just kept his head down the whole while. It was highly inappropriate that he even be sitting at their table, but understandable considering more men than women were on the train. Anna made her disapproval known though, at least to Tiffany, giving her all sorts of glances and nods directed at her plate. Tiffany almost laughed at the maid’s facial contortions, but she got the message: to finish eating quickly so they could leave. She did, and after they said good-bye to Jennifer, who said she’d walk up to their car for a visit later that afternoon, they returned to their seats, where they found Thomas Gibbons, their well-armed escort.

The retired US marshal was on the back end of middle-age and not very friendly. The little that Rose had said about him before he joined them in Chicago was that he’d been recommended by the Pinkerton Agency, which she’d contacted. He worked for them occasionally if a job led anywhere near the Rocky Mountains, where he used to be stationed. He ate only twice a day, breakfast and dinner, so he hadn’t joined them for lunch. While he took his job seriously, he let them walk around the train on their own. Anytime they left the train, though, at watering holes or depots, he was right beside them, his hand never far from the gun he wore on his hip.

They were a long way between towns, weren’t due to reach the next one until evening, and Tiffany hadn’t heard yet if they would even be stopping there. The farmers were supposed to disembark tomorrow morning, which would give her and Anna some peace and quiet for the last few hours of their trip.

“We should have waited until the line for the dining car was gone,” Anna said, getting in one more complaint as Mr. Gibbons stood up and stepped into the aisle to allow Tiffany and Anna to reach their seats closer to the window.

He had gallantly taken the aisle seat, where he had to put up with a good deal of jostling as people walked down the aisle unsteadily while the train was moving. Since their car was pretty much in the middle of a long line of cars, many people walked through it on their way to and from the dining car.

“And risk their running out of food again?” Tiffany replied as she waited for Anna to take the seat closest to the window. “I didn’t mind sharing the table.”

Watching the countryside pass by was the highlight of the trip for both young women, so they were taking turns in the window seat. The view from the middle seat wasn’t obstructed, but the window seat provided a more panoramic view.

The train had cut through the southern part of Wisconsin where wheat fields abounded, but Tiffany had heard the farmers talking about how the land there was becoming less fertile, which was why so many of them were excited about starting fresh in Montana. Well, the men were. She’d caught some of the wives crying over having to leave homes that had been in their families for generations.

The terrain in Minnesota had been more interesting, with many pretty lakes and prairies, though it, too, had its fair share of farms. The Dakota Territory, in comparison, was sparsely settled and was still mostly wilderness and open plains. She’d seen a few settlers near their small sod houses. She’d seen her first buffalo! But what she’d seen that morning when she’d had her turn at the window had been a little unnerving: two men, sitting on horses with no saddles on a bluff, just staring at the train as it passed. The men were bare-chested and wore their long, black hair in braids. She’d craned her neck to continue watching them until they were out of sight.

Anna had been napping at the time, her head resting on Tiffany’s shoulder. Tiffany hadn’t woken her to show her the Indians and had decided not to mention it to her, either. Rose had assured her the Indian wars were over in Montana, the last major battle having occurred six years ago. The cavalry had lost, but a year later the soldiers had chased down the tribes and forced them to move to reservations outside the territory.

As Tiffany settled into her middle seat, the train lurched to a stop and Mr. Gibbons was almost thrown off his feet before he could resume his. Tiffany was confused by his worried expression as he sat down slowly.

Anna didn’t notice and was saying in exasperation, “Now what? I’ll warrant the train has broken down due to all this extra weight.”

“Nonsense,” Tiffany said. “It’s probably just something on . . . the . . . track.”

It was neither. Tiffany’s words died off at the sight of the man who entered the car with a gun in his hand and a bandanna wrapped over the lower half of his face.



Chapter Four

[image: symbol]

“DON’T BE MAKING NO sudden moves now, hear?”

The marshal started swearing foully under his breath. Tiffany’s mouth had dropped open. Anna was frozen and silent—for the moment.

Jennifer was dragged into the car by another train robber who came in behind the first. Tiffany thought the second man looked somewhat familiar, though she was too alarmed to figure out why. Jennifer must have been passing between the cars when she ran into him. The housekeeper was in tears as she hurried to an empty seat where she crouched down. She looked terrified, poor woman.

Tiffany didn’t feel too brave herself. The feelings that overcame her as soon as the surprise wore off were like nothing she’d ever before felt, almost like a wave of heat that left a slight trembling behind. Her palms began to sweat, her heart was racing. She wanted to slide down in her seat as Jennifer had done, but she couldn’t move!

Anna gripped Tiffany’s hand—to gain courage for herself, or to give some to Tiffany? Were train robbers violent, leaving no witnesses alive? No, the robbers wouldn’t have covered their faces if they intended to kill people—would they? The thought didn’t give Tiffany much comfort, didn’t end her paralysis either. She couldn’t even close her eyes. She just watched in helpless, fearful fascination as the scene unfolded.

With her eyes riveted on the pair of robbers at the front of the car, it finally dawned on her why the second man looked familiar. She recognized his clothes and that misshapen hat. He was the farmer who had sat at her table in the dining car! But obviously he’d merely been disguised as a farmer so he would blend in with the other men on this train. No wonder he’d kept his head down during the entire meal and hadn’t said a single word that would draw her or Anna’s eyes to him. He didn’t want them to be able to describe him to the authorities. Tiffany clung to that hopeful thought, that they’d survive this terrifying experience and be able to give an account of it.

“Just hand over all valuables, then we’ll leave, and you’ll get where you’re going in one piece,” the first robber instructed in a gruff tone. “Something from everyone, and don’t try to pretend you don’t have any money or jewels. If we think you’re holding back, we’ll just take your clothes as well. So if you don’t want to arrive buck naked in the next town, fill the sack and do it quickly. But first, place all your weapons on the floor and slide them into the aisle. Now!”

With a few thuds and the sound of metal skittering across the wood floor, guns started landing in the aisle. Thomas wore two, but he only offered up one. The other he tucked under the edge of Tiffany’s wide skirt on the seat. She was too terrified to think about what he was doing. The passengers in front of her were turning their heads, looking at the back of the car. Tiffany turned, too, and saw a third robber coming down the aisle holding a sack out to each passenger he passed. He held the sack in one hand and a gun in the other to make sure the passengers complied. Tiffany noticed a fourth man, gun in hand, too, who was guarding the back door. Purses, watches, rings, money clips, all were hastily being dropped into the sack. More women were crying loudly and more passengers were hiding low in their seats, out of the line of fire in case any shooting started. At least one baby had started screaming.

When the robber with the sack had reached them, the marshal dropped a money clip and a watch in it, but Tiffany could still barely move and her eyes got rounder as the thief looked at her directly, waiting for her to contribute her share to the sack. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to oblige. She didn’t have much of value on her, wasn’t even wearing jewelry for the trip. She had a little traveling money in her purse and a little more pinned to her petticoat, but not much since her mother had transferred all she might need to the Nashart bank long before they’d left home. She simply couldn’t move!

Thomas took charge, lifting the purse from her lap and dropping it in the sack. Anna was another matter; her purse wasn’t visible and she wasn’t moving either. She was scrunched tightly against the window, as far from the outlaw as she could get. But the robber hadn’t seemed to have even noticed Anna yet; his eyes were still on Tiffany.

“I’ve a mind to take you with us,” he said to Tiffany. “I’d say you’re the most valuable thing on this train, fancy piece like you.”

Tiffany was sure her heart stopped beating, she was so scared. Oh, God, he was serious! She could see it in his dark eyes and feared he wasn’t talking about taking her for ransom. . . .

“Get on with your business,” the marshal growled at the man. “She’s not—”

“Shut up, old man,” the outlaw said, but that wasn’t enough, he actually raised his hand holding the gun to hit Thomas with it.

Horrified, Tiffany shot to her feet without thinking. “Stop it!”

She was desperate to keep the man from hurting the marshal. He was the only one who could keep these robbers from dragging her off the train, and he wouldn’t be able to help her if he was unconscious! But while she got the outlaw’s eyes back on her, she had no idea what to say or do, now that she’d stopped him. But she didn’t have to do anything else.

The moment she stood up, the gun her skirt had concealed on the seat was left in plain view, so she pretty much forced Thomas into action. He snatched the weapon up with one hand, yanked her down with the other, and shot the robber holding the sack in the belly. Almost in the same breath, he shot the man at the back door, too.

With no robbers behind him now, he ducked down behind the back of the seat in front of them, taking cover from the bullets that immediately came his way. Anna had already pushed Tiffany to the floor and fallen on top of her to protect her, screaming, “You’re crazy, you’re crazy, you’re absolutely crazy!”

Yes, she was. If she had thought about it even for a moment, she would never have deliberately drawn the robber’s attention back to herself. She would castigate herself later for doing something so impulsive—if they survived this ordeal.

There was more gunfire, quite a bit of it. Some of the other passengers had grabbed their guns back from the floor, inspired by Marshal Gibbons to join in the fight. As Tiffany lay with her face pressed against the floor and Anna wailing hysterically on top of her, she prayed for the deafening gunfire to end. She didn’t want to die! Suddenly, there was silence, although she heard shots in the distance.

Then she heard a short bark of laughter and a man say, “Good work, men, but this isn’t over yet. The engineer caught sight of one of them robbers racing toward the train, leading eight horses. He got off a lucky shot so the horses scattered, leaving the thieves with just the wagon they brought to cart away their loot. The horse count suggests there’s four more outlaws at the back of the train needing to be dealt with. I’ll welcome volunteers.”

Tiffany had no doubt that the marshal would be one of those volunteers. In fact, he leaned down and told her, “This won’t take long, I reckon. Just stay where you are and you’ll be safe.”

With the immediate danger over, Tiffany sighed with relief. And she could move again . . . well, not exactly. After a moment when Anna’s weight didn’t budge from her back, Tiffany said, “I’m sure he didn’t mean that literally. You can get off of me, you know. I’ll be the first to hug the floor again if those criminals come back this way.”

“I’m not sure what came over me,” Anna said as she got back into her seat and helped Tiffany up. “But what on earth came over you, to confront that man like that?”

Tiffany wanted to say it had been a good plan since she knew what Thomas was going to do, but of course that would be a lie. So all she said was “I was protecting our protection.”

“You could have been shot instead!”

Tiffany was distracted for a moment by the sight of several of the male passengers and train attendants removing the dead bodies of the four outlaws from the car. She couldn’t help shivering and then turned back to Anna.

“Didn’t you hear what that outlaw said? He was going to cart me off with the rest of the valuables as if I were a bauble! I was desperate to prevent that from happening. So I panicked. And since it worked out rather well, stop fussing about it.”

Anna sighed at that point, confessing, “I was so scared. I’ve had my purse snatched before. I’ve been pickpocketed twice. My father’s house was robbed while we were sleeping in it! So it’s not as if I haven’t experienced my fair share of robberies. I’ve just never had a gun pointed at me before.”

Tiffany knew exactly what Anna meant. There was a lot of crime in New York City, but Tiffany had always been sheltered from it. This was the first time she’d come face-to-face with a robber holding a gun. They’d been in serious danger. She refused to think about what could have happened if the marshal and those other brave passengers had lost the gunfight.

But the makeshift posse ended up winning the day with the help of the railroad employees, who were used to dealing with train robbers and traveled armed. The passengers in Tiffany’s car cheered when the train started moving again. Some of them were laughing and some of them were jeering as they crowded around the windows on the side of the car that afforded a view of two robbers who had just jumped off the moving train and were racing to catch up with the wagon full of stolen trunks and valises that was speeding away.

Tiffany kept looking at the back door expecting Marshal Gibbons to return. The passengers quieted down when one of the train attendants announced that several of the passengers who had fought back were injured. Tiffany’s heart sank when she learned that Marshal Gibbons was one of them.



Chapter Five

[image: symbol]

THE MARSHAL DIDN’T REGAIN consciousness before the train reached the next town. Tiffany was beside herself with worry because one of the train attendants who was attempting to treat the wounded passengers told her the marshal might not make it. She didn’t know him well, he’d barely spoken with her, but he’d guarded her life admirably today. She would feel horrible if he didn’t recover. His critical condition made the loss of all but one of her trunks in that robbery seem inconsequential.

With the help of the stronger male passengers, the three wounded men were carried straight to the local doctor. The marshal’s wound was the most serious, so he was treated first. Tiffany and Anna waited anxiously to hear the doctor’s verdict. They paced up and down the entrance hall of the doctor’s home office for almost half an hour before the doctor approached them and said, “He’s starting to come to, so you can see Mr. Gibbons now, but only for a few minutes. I’m sorry if this isn’t your final destination because Mr. Gibbons isn’t going anywhere for a while. I’m confident he’ll recover, but he won’t be on his feet anytime soon.”

“Are we going to stay and wait for him?” Anna asked after the doctor walked back into the ward.

“We can’t when we don’t know how long that will be,” Tiffany replied. “But we’ll be fine. This is the last stop in the Dakota Territory. We’ll be in Nashart tomorrow. I’ll visit with the marshal while you go find out how much time we have before the train pulls out.”

Anna didn’t budge and gave her a pointed look. “Are you sure you want to go on alone?”

Tiffany tsked. “What are the odds of another train robbery happening?”

“Probably higher than we’d like.”

“Nonsense.”

Anna hesitated another moment before she nodded and left the building. If they hadn’t been so close to their destination, Tiffany knew Anna would never have given in.

Tiffany found Thomas with his eyes open and on her as she approached his cot in the doctor’s one-room ward. “You’re a hero,” she said softly as she sat in the chair beside him. “Thanks to you and a few other brave men, those farmers can go on to their promised land and still afford to start their farms. The doctor says you’ll be fine, but you won’t be leaving this bed for a while.”
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