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Chapter One
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“I DON’T THINK SHE’S GOING to stop crying, even for this party,” Sophie warned Violet as she returned to the bedroom the two girls shared.


Violet Mitchell sighed, knowing Sophie was talking about her aunt Elizabeth, Sophie’s mother. But then Violet put her arm around her cousin’s shoulders and squeezed gently. She was good at consoling, good at mothering, too, having tried to be a mother to her two brothers when they were all still children.


“She doesn’t want me to go,” Violet remarked.


“None of us want you to go!”


“She shouldn’t have arranged this party, which is just going to remind her that I’m sailing back to America in the morning.”


“If only that letter hadn’t arrived four days ago,” Sophie said in a grouchy tone. “If it had come next week, you would at least have been here for the first ball of the Season. I can’t believe you’re going to miss them all!”


Violet was going to start crying herself in a moment. She had so looked forward to the festivities this summer and sharing them with Sophie. She and her cousin had both turned eighteen this year, Violet last month, Sophie in early spring. Violet had continued to grow this year, ending up at five feet seven inches, while Sophie was quite petite at only five foot three. And Elizabeth had spared no expense in having beautiful wardrobes made for both of them.


Violet had lived with her aunt and uncle and their large brood of children these last nine years, ever since Aunt Elizabeth had come to America and visited Philadelphia, where she and Violet’s mother had been born, and swooped into the Mitchell household insisting that Violet was returning to London with her to live with her and her husband, Lord Edmund Faulkner, and their six daughters. Violet’s father, Charles, hadn’t protested too much.


Violet actually understood why her father was relieved to have her taken off his hands. Raising a daughter without his wife, who had died of consumption a few years after Violet was born, had probably been a bit much for him. Her brothers, Daniel and Evan, hadn’t protested either. They didn’t exactly enjoy her bossing them around, but with no mother to guide the rambunctious boys, Violet had taken it upon herself to assume a motherly role toward her brothers, even though they were two years older than she. But there had been no one to mother her, and by the age of nine, she’d definitely felt that lack. So she hadn’t protested much either when she’d been told she would be leaving her immediate family and moving to London. It had been hard trying to be a mother. Yet the behavior had been ingrained in her by then, and she’d done her fair share of bossing her cousins in England, too. But at least they didn’t mind. They called it her being American!


“You should be happy for me,” Violet remarked. “It will be wonderful to see Papa and my brothers again. You don’t think I’ve missed them?”


“You never mentioned it, so, no, it’s not something I gave much thought to.”


Violet tried teasing: “If I’ve learned anything from you Brits, it’s to keep unpleasant emotions under wraps.”


“As my mother is currently doing, flooding her bedroom with tears?”


They both smiled before Violet continued, “You know what I mean. And you, my girl, have kept me too busy and entertained to darken your moods by sharing those occasional twinges of sadness I’ve felt when thinking about my brothers and father. But I wrote to them weekly, and while the boys aren’t as good about replying as I would have liked, I understand that they have other things on their minds besides writing letters. And I know my father hates writing. I was lucky to get eight letters from him in all the years I’ve been here, but he always had the boys include a few lines from him in their letters. And at least they all visited twice.”


“They should have come more often.”


“I’m surprised there was even a second visit five years ago, considering how terribly Papa and Evan suffered with seasickness on the first voyage.”


“Oh, I forgot about that. Still, they should have braved it for your come-out. If you hadn’t sent them that portrait of you last year, they probably would have, just to see for themselves how you turned out, seasickness or no.”


“Stop being annoyed for my sake when I’m not. I told them not to come again, that I would visit them instead. They might have enjoyed touring London, but they already did that twice—and while they would never say so, I don’t think they were all that comfortable with the formality of British society. But mainly, I felt too guilty that my father and Evan had to suffer like that both coming here and returning home. And I did plan to visit them this year, just not this soon. I probably shouldn’t have mentioned that I hoped to bring a fiancé with me. They weren’t very happy about that.”


“Did you really tell them that?” Sophie squealed happily.


“Why wouldn’t I? Your mother has been talking to us both about this particular Season for years, so, yes, I thought it was something that might happen, and I shared that with my family. After all, your mother expected us both to get engaged this Season.”


“What exactly did your father say about it?”


“Nothing yet. There were no lines from Papa in that reply, or in this last vague letter. But Papa will want me to be happy, so I expect to receive his permission to marry an Englishman when the time comes. In any case, it will be sorted out when I get home.”


Sophie suddenly gasped. “Is that why they want you home immediately? They are afraid to lose you to an English husband?”


Violet frowned for a moment as she considered that possibility, but then shook her head. “No, they wouldn’t dare try to pull a ruse like that. Daniel just wrote that it was urgent and sounded desperate about it.”


“Yet failed to mention what is so urgent,” Sophie reminded her in pique.


Violet sighed. “I’m sure he meant to explain, but he did mention that Evan had warned him not to write me about whatever is going on, so Daniel probably rushed the letter off so Evan wouldn’t find out about it. He might have thought he did explain better than simply saying, It’s urgent, Vi. Only you can fix this.”


“But you will return soon, won’t you? You’re good at fixing things, so it shouldn’t take you long a’tall to fix whatever is wrong and be on the next ship back to us. Then you won’t miss all of the Season. And bring your brothers back with you, your father, too. It’s been five years, and we’re their family, too!”


“I’ll ask them, but there’s no guarantee I’ll be back before the end of this Season, not when it takes three to four weeks just to cross the ocean. Tonight I should be finishing my packing, not socializing. Shall we see if your mother is ready to go downstairs? I hope she didn’t invite many people to this bon voyage party.”


“I wouldn’t count on that, Cousin. The Season does start next week. Besides, a lot of the ton lives in London as we do and others come early to make sure the hostesses know they are in town. At least you will meet a few of them tonight.”


Violet laughed. “I’m going to meet them just to say good-bye?”


“No, no, you can assure them you’ll be back soon. Or not tell them a’tall. Mama didn’t exactly mention this is a good-bye party in the invitations, she just so wanted you to enjoy at least one party before you sail off tomorrow. And you’re so pretty, Vi. You were destined to break some hearts this summer. And no, I’m not the least bit jealous. You can only have one, after all. There will be plenty of young gentlemen to go around. And maybe you’ll meet the one you want tonight. Wouldn’t that be splendid! You’ll be yearning to return quickly,” Sophie ended with a laugh.


“But the packing—”


“Is mostly done and the servants will finish that while we’re downstairs. There’s no help for it, Cousin. You’re destined to simply enjoy yourself tonight.”


Enjoy herself? Violet thought. Maybe if she hadn’t been worried about her brothers and her father since Daniel’s letter had arrived four days ago. And maybe if she didn’t feel like crying herself because she had to say good-bye to her family here whom she’d come to love so much. But she’d been keeping these feelings to herself, mostly. If she’d learned anything during her stay with the Faulkners, it was how to put on a good face for all occasions.


Aunt Elizabeth did that now. She’d dried her tears before Sophie knocked on her door and offered a brilliant smile as she looked over her two favorite girls. Sophie was blond and blue-eyed and wearing an evening gown of palest aqua. Violet was also blond but favored lilac, the color of many of her new gowns, since it went so well with her dark-violet eyes. Tonight’s gown was trimmed in white satin and she was wearing her mother’s cameo on a ribbon about her neck. She hadn’t had much occasion to wear any baubles until now.


Her father had sent her all of her mother’s jewelry for her sixteenth birthday. She had hoped he would surprise her with a third visit to London that year, but he didn’t. Her father actually expected her to return home about this time, now that her schooling was done and she no longer needed Elizabeth’s mothering. He’d said as much the day she’d left home. But he hadn’t mentioned it again in those few letters that he actually wrote himself, merely saying that he loved and missed her. She really was going to give all three of them a good scolding when she got home for not writing more often, particularly Daniel for not explaining what required her to rush back to Philadelphia. She’d hoped he had immediately sent off another letter with a full accounting, but no further missives had arrived in the last four days. And while she had come up with all sorts of reasons, she could never, ever have guessed what awaited her at the home where she was born.





Chapter Two
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HIS NAME WAS ELLIOTT Palmer—actually, Lord Elliott Palmer. And Violet decided that very night in the Faulkners’ elegant parlor that she was going to marry him one day. Instantly smitten, she gushed, she giggled, she blushed repeatedly, which was so not like her, but she couldn’t seem to control her emotions in his presence. And he proceeded to monopolize her at the party, more than was proper, so she was quite sure he was smitten with her as well.


Blond with green eyes, and three or four inches taller than she, Lord Elliott was charming, debonair, and humorous. He regaled her with tales about his previous three Seasons, which accounted for all her silly giggling, even though she wouldn’t normally have found some of the tales amusing as they focused on other people’s stumbles, mishaps, and mismatches. But he seemed to find these faux pas so funny that she laughed with him. She simply couldn’t help herself!


“I’ll be turning twenty-one this summer,” Elliott confided at one point, then leaned closer to whisper, “I suppose it’s time I start looking for a wife.”


She nearly swooned in delight at such a provocative hint as that!


Sophie tried to keep her circulating among the guests. More people had come than either of them expected. Violet met all the other young gentlemen present, but Lord Elliott never left her alone for long.


“You’re breaking every rule, you know,” Sophie whispered as she dragged her away from Elliott yet again.


“I know, but no one will remember it by the time I get back,” Violet replied.


“He is handsome, I suppose,” Sophie said grudgingly.


“Incredibly.”


“I wouldn’t go that far—good grief, Vi, you weren’t supposed to fall in love at your very first party!”


“I haven’t—well, I don’t think I have.” But she soon amended, “So what if I have?”


“It simply isn’t done.” But at Violet’s smile, Sophie threw up her hands, conceding, “Well, at least it shall get you back here posthaste, agreed?”


“Absolutely.”


Her aunt, having noticed Elliott’s attention, confided to Violet, “I know his mother well. She has complained quite often that she despairs of her boy ever settling down. I will be happy to inform her that might not be the case after all.”


And her uncle also whispered an aside to her: “Good choice, m’dear. He’s going to be a viscount one day.”


Elliott stole a kiss, but it was a chaste one on the cheek as he was leaving. And it made him blush. Perhaps he’d finally realized that he’d broken more than one rule of etiquette that night. But he left not knowing that she was sailing in the morning. After meeting him, she so wished she weren’t. She’d nearly confided that she was leaving London for a while, but decided not to say anything that might deter his interest in her. She intended to quickly settle whatever needed fixing in America and be on another ship back to London within the week.


•  •  •


ELLIOTT PALMER DOMINATED HER thoughts on the voyage home. Her thrilling memories of him kept her from worrying so much about what she might find when she reached Philadelphia. And Jane Alford, her new maid, provided distraction as well.


Talkative once she relaxed, the portly, middle-aged woman had been hired by Elizabeth to accompany her. Violet wished the maid she knew so well could have come with her instead, but she’d shared Joan with Sophie all these years and couldn’t ask her cousin to relinquish her, even if only for a couple months—not that Joan would have agreed. Her aunt had complained that most of the women she’d interviewed for the position had refused to travel to America. Jane was the only one willing—and only when Elizabeth, desperate by then, had agreed to provide her with money for her own return passage in case she got homesick by the time they reached Philadelphia. Violet had to repeatedly assure the maid that America was a civilized land and Philadelphia was as fine a city as London. Despite Jane’s trepidation, Violet found it hard to contain her excitement about seeing her family again after all these years.


The day finally arrived when she was standing outside the home she’d been born in, her trunks piled on either side of her. She didn’t immediately go to the door, just stood there smiling as the memories flooded back. The large house had been her brothers’ playground. How often she’d had to chase after them to keep them from breaking things! Boys that age could be quite rambunctious. She’d never told her father about their wild antics unless something did actually break. Charles hadn’t often been at home during the day, and the servants had been afraid to scold the sons of the house.


Her father was wealthy, had received a substantial inheritance from his father, including the house. He was able to live a life of leisure and pursue his own amusements and interests. She wasn’t sure what those were, could only remember that he liked betting at the racetrack and finding promising investments that he could brag about to his friends.


Violet finally noticed that all the draperies were drawn shut on the windows on either side of the front door, which was odd for such a beautiful Sunday in June. Even if the family wasn’t at home, the servants should have opened the drapes. She moved to the front door, but found it locked. She knocked, but no one answered. Where the deuce was the butler? She knocked louder, pounding on it with her fist, quite worried now. A locked house was definitely not what she’d expected to find at the end of her journey.


She turned around but was daunted by the sight of her four large trunks. She’d dismissed the hired carriage and had no idea how long it would take to find another. Was she supposed to sit on her trunks all day waiting for her family to come home? If they were coming home. Again she wondered why no servant had answered the door.


“Will we need to break into the house, Miss Violet?” Jane asked.


Such a pragmatic solution! “Let’s hope not.”


Violet glanced to the side at the windows. She didn’t relish crawling through one in her fancy traveling ensemble, but if they were open that would at least indicate someone was in the house. But the windows were shut, too. The drapes on the other side of the glass were utterly still.


“Is it an American holiday then, and everyone’s gone off to celebrate?”


Violet didn’t know what to think, except that someone, even if not the butler, should be manning the door.


Looking worried, Jane added, “Shall I go to the corner and hail a carriage? We can go to a hotel and wait there for your family to return.”


Violet was about to agree when she heard the door open. She turned back to it, but it had opened barely a crack, and all she could see was an eye peering out at her; then: “Violet?”


She let out a relieved sigh. “Of course!”


The door opened wide to admit her. Both brothers were standing there, and while she used to have no trouble telling the twins apart, today she couldn’t. Dark-blond hair like hers, sapphire-blue eyes, strapping instead of slim like their father, very handsome, they looked nothing like the boys she’d last seen five years ago. They were men now, twenty years old, and as tall as their father, which was a half foot taller than she! She leapt forward exuberantly to hug them, only to be grabbed by the one on the left who said, “I’m Daniel.” He lifted her high in the air, then passed her to Evan, who swung her around in a full circle. By the time her feet were on the floor again she was laughing, and finally managed to put her arms around their waists and hug them both at the same time.


She’d missed so much these last five years. She’d asked them to have portraits done when she’d sat for hers, and to send them to her so she could see how they’d turned out, but they hadn’t done it. They’d turned out splendidly indeed. And she felt something like motherly pride as she looked them up and down. It was hard to imagine she’d ever bossed and scolded these two, or that they’d let her!


But they had much to account for, and recalling that, she stepped back to say, “One of you let Father know I’ve arrived, then have someone bring in my trunks. We’ll talk in the parlor. You’ve much to explain, Brothers.”


They both walked past her to bring in her luggage themselves, Daniel only saying, “Father isn’t home.”


“Twin brothers?” Jane whispered as she joined Violet in the hallway. “And no butler?”


Violet sighed. “I will have a private word with my brothers. Wait here in the hall. I shouldn’t be long.”


“I’ll find the kitchen, miss, and order you some tea.”


“Thank you.”


Violet headed to the parlor, the first room on the left of the long hallway. She intended to open a few windows. The house smelled more than a little musty. But she stopped short just inside the parlor and didn’t take another step. This had been such a beautifully appointed room the last time she was in it, but nothing remained except the sofa. All the other furniture was gone. All the paintings that had been on the walls were gone. Were the boys waiting for her here so they could take her to their new home?


At the sound of footsteps behind her, she said, “I hope you didn’t make me cross an ocean just to tell me Father has sold this house and moved to a bigger one.”


“No,” one of them answered. “You might want to sit down, Vi.”


Without turning, she snapped, “No, you sit down, Evan on the right, Daniel on the left. I want to know who I’m shouting at.”


She was glaring at their backs as they moved past her. She saw them wincing as they turned to sit down on the sofa.


Abashed, Daniel said, “It’s as bad as it looks.”


“Really?” Her tone was sarcastic, but the added screech wasn’t. “If you haven’t moved, where’s all the bloody furniture?!”


“We had to sell it to make payments on Father’s loan and to keep up appearances,” Daniel explained. “The paintings sold well, but the furniture didn’t. A nasty amount of money is due every month.”


Her eyes were wide by then. “Why would he—where is Father?”


“Not here. He left seven months ago to make a new fortune,” Evan said. “He didn’t want us to tell you he was broke, so we didn’t. But if we can’t pay the loan, Mr. Perry, the banker, is going to take the house.”


“Broke? How is that possible?”


“Three bad investments in as many months,” Evan went on. “Father didn’t even realize his funds had gotten so low until he went to the bank to withdraw for the monthly household account and the clerk warned him he couldn’t do that for much longer. He came home and dismissed some of the staff but not all, because he didn’t want our neighbors and friends to know he’s fallen on hard times. Then he got drunk for a week. Perfectly understandable, now that we know why, but we didn’t find out until after he sobered up.”


“When he did, he went to the bank and got a loan, using the house as collateral,” Daniel put in.


“He wanted us to be able to live our lives as usual while he made more money,” Evan continued. “He showed us a flier touting the discovery of more gold out west. We don’t know why he fell for that nonsense. We’ve seen fliers like that since we were children. No one ever comes back rich. But he was so sure that gold mining would be the solution to our sudden dilemma.”


“Believe me, Vi, we both tried to talk him out of it. We warned that he was gambling on a one-in-a-million chance of finding gold, that he should come up with a more realistic plan. But he wouldn’t be dissuaded.”


She glanced around the empty room again, and her shoulders slumped a little. “I suppose you’re going to tell me next that after seven months, he hasn’t found any gold?”


“Worse,” Evan replied.


“What could be worse?” And then she paled. “Don’t tell me he’s—he’s—?”


She couldn’t say the word dead, but Daniel jumped in, “No, not that. Of course not. But he was writing regularly, and then the letters stopped. And we ran out of money. Both happened two months ago, which is why we sent for you.”


“You should just let us tell you the whole of it, Vi, and then you might not have so many questions,” Evan suggested.


She doubted it, which was why she was tapping her foot even as she nodded. “Go ahead.”


“Father gave us half the loan money he received to use for the monthly payments and our own expenses, and took the other half to finance his mining venture.” Daniel grimaced. “But the payments on the loan escalated after four months, and the entire loan has to be paid off in one year. Father assured us he’d be back in three to five months, so he told us not to worry about it. But with these higher payments, we had to start selling things.”


“And we still haven’t had another letter from Father. But he seemed optimistic in the last one he wrote.”


“More like excited,” Daniel corrected his twin. “He tried his luck in two towns out west, but they turned out to be a pure waste of time. But in that last letter, he mentioned he’d just staked a claim in Butte, Montana, near a known silver mine.”


“That sounds promising,” she remarked. “He’s no doubt too busy mining to write.”


“For more than two months? It’s been about that long since we got his last letter.” Evan sounded somber.


Her shoulders slumped again. Either their father was dead—no, she refused to believe that when there were too many other possibilities to account for his silence, including his hating to write letters. She knew firsthand what a terrible correspondent he was.


And then she realized how dire the situation was. “Then you’ve already lost the house? Should you even be here? Why did you tell me to come here? How am I supposed to fix this?”


Daniel held up his hand to halt her questions. “The banker—Mr. Perry—did come pounding at the door. And he appeared to relish the fact that most of the furniture had been sold off, as if that meant the house would soon become the bank’s property. The only painting we hadn’t sold was your portrait. We couldn’t bear to part with it. He saw it hanging above the mantel in here and seemed mesmerized by it.”


Her eyes went to the fireplace, but the portrait wasn’t there. “Where is it?”


“He took it as last month’s payment and—and—” Daniel couldn’t finish.


Evan snorted and insisted, “Tell her.”


“You tell her.”


“One of you better tell me, and quickly,” she snapped.


Evan looked down at her feet before saying, “He wants to marry you. He said he’d cancel the loan if you agree. We told him you weren’t even in the country, that it would take time to get you here. He said he would extend the loan until you arrived.”


It was too much to take in. In fact, she was having a hard time believing any of it. No money? Good God, were they actually paupers now? “I don’t suppose he’s reasonably young and personable?”


Daniel’s eyes widened. “You’d consider it?!”


“No, but I do want to know my options.”


Evan quickly said, “Not young, not nice, even fat, if you must know.”


And Daniel added, “But many women in our social circle make arranged marriages. And at least Perry is rich, lives here in Philadelphia, and is already willing. If you married him, we’d have you back with us, Violet. Our family would be together again, and the house problem would be solved!”


“So this is why you summoned me home, to toss me to a fat wolf? Now I know why your letter was so bloody vague!”


Daniel winced. “It’s not like that. We missed you! And we always assumed you’d make an arranged marriage—here in America. So you can’t imagine how distressing it was when you wrote in the spring that you hoped to marry over in England. It meant we’d never see you again! If Father had been here to read that letter, we would have convinced him to forbid it.”


Her eyes narrowed on Daniel. “Oh, you would, would you?”


Evan elbowed his brother. “I told you she wouldn’t agree to it.” Then he smiled at Violet. “But I’m happy that you came back, Vi, even if it is to such a desperate mess.”


“Thank you, but the Perry option is crossed off the list.”


“We have others?”


“Of course,” she said, though a bit prematurely. “Give me a moment to gather my thoughts.”


She started pacing in front of them. Obviously, they could return to England with her, even if they didn’t like it there, but that would mean they would lose this house, the house they’d all spent their childhoods in, the house the boys had lived in all their lives. Maybe her uncle would pay off the loan for them, but sending a letter to London and waiting for a reply would take time.


She stared at the ceiling in exasperation. “You do realize that if you had mentioned any of this in your letter to me, I could have come here with enough money to pay off that loan so you could at least stop worrying about losing the house?”


“We did discuss it,” Daniel said, “and agreed that Father would be furious if we asked the Faulkners for money. That’s why I wrote to you in the hope you’d be interested in Mr. Perry’s . . .” At Violet’s glare, his voice trailed off. Then he added, “But there’s a glimmer of hope now that Father’s got a mine. We just don’t know exactly where it—or he—is.”


A mine that wasn’t paying off yet, but still could, though it might not happen in time. Maybe she could make the next loan payment with the money her father had given her when she first sailed off with Aunt Elizabeth. She’d never needed to spend any of it. But if she used that to make the payment, she wouldn’t have enough to solve their other problem: finding their father.





Chapter Three
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THEY MOVED TO THE kitchen to continue their talk because the dinner hour was approaching. They, or rather she, had come up with a reasonable plan of action. At least, it struck Violet as the most reasonable option she could think of. It was amazing she could think at all, considering how unsettled she felt after learning she was no longer an heiress but a pauper. But then Jane put a dent in her plan when she stopped in the hall to explain to the maid where they were going tomorrow. And was met with a flat refusal.


“I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t have money to return to London, and a good thing I insisted on that,” Jane said, her expression quite bullish. “So I’m returning. You’ll be needing to hire a new maid, miss.”


There wasn’t time for that! “Jane, it will take just a few days traveling by train to reach Montana. It will be interesting! Don’t you want to see—”


“I’ve read me a few dime novels about that wild place west of here. There’s Indians and bears and duels on every corner. No, miss, I most certainly am not going anywhere except back home.”


The woman grabbed her bag and marched out of the house. Violet gave her brothers an exasperated look, which warned them not to laugh. But she had a brief respite from their dilemma when they reached the kitchen and her brothers paused, looking at her expectantly. They were hoping she’d cook for them, she realized.


She laughed. “D’you really think Aunt Elizabeth would let me near her kitchen? I can’t cook, but if you’ve been on your own all these months, surely you’ve learned how to by now.”


“Not really,” Evan said. “But at least the meal will be filling.”


“If very bland,” Daniel warned. “And eating standing up doesn’t make the food taste any better.”


They really had sold everything, even the kitchen table, which was why she suggested, “I could take us to dinner at a restaurant.”


“You can’t, not if we’re keeping your arrival a secret,” Daniel pointed out. “What if we ran into Mr. Perry?”


That wasn’t likely, but if it did happen, then her plan would be over before it started. So she just nodded and said, “My maid’s defection doesn’t alter my plan—well, it does, it just means one of you will have to accompany me to find Father, while the other stays here to stall Mr. Perry for another month’s extension. D’you need to draw straws?”


They’d already discussed this part. Perry was to be told that she’d sent them a letter explaining that she needed time to think about marriage to him. She was even going to write that letter tonight, in case he demanded to see it. But she was confident she would be back from Montana in less than a month, either with enough money from their father to save the house, or with their father himself, who would talk the banker into modifying the loan.


Daniel spoke up first. “Evan has to stay. He’s courting a rich heiress and can’t lose momentum on that. His marrying her would solve our dilemma—but he has to hurry it up.”


“There are three others courting her as well, so it’s not a sure solution, though I am hopeful. But these things can’t be hurried.”


“You love her?” Violet asked Evan.


“No, not yet, but at least she’s pretty, so I’m willing to make the sacrifice, even if you aren’t. And she likes me,” he added with a rakish grin.


She rolled her eyes at him. Of course the young woman would like him. He and Daniel were both so handsome. But they were never supposed to have to sacrifice when choosing a wife. Then again, they were never supposed to end up poor either. She was going to give her father a blistering tongue-lashing for thoughtlessly squandering his inheritance and putting them in this dilemma.


She turned to Daniel who, by default, had become her traveling partner, but he winced and admitted, “I hate to say it, but I’m also committed. I would have gone to look for Father myself if I weren’t. Although I’m sure he’s fine. You know how charismatic he is. He makes friends and charms people into helping him wherever he goes.”


“Committed how?” she asked, daunted by the thought of traveling to Montana without at least one of her brothers.


“It’s a debt to a friend,” Daniel said, then blushed. “We gambled. I really thought I could win, but I didn’t, and I didn’t have the money to pay him. If he weren’t a friend, he probably would have had me tossed in jail. He was willing to wait for payment, but then his sister came to town and he offered to cancel the debt if I would agree to escort her during her visit. It was worth it to him to get out of the task himself. And I was delighted that I wouldn’t have to admit that I couldn’t afford to pay him back. It was only supposed to be for a few weeks, but she decided to extend her stay.”


“How much do you owe him?” Violet asked.


Evan glanced up from chopping carrots. “Don’t be annoyed with him, Vi. Had he gotten lucky, he could have turned that first bet into our next loan payment. Besides, Father told us to go on as if nothing had changed. It hasn’t been easy, keeping our reduced circumstances from our friends.”


She repeated more sternly, “How much?”


Daniel sighed. “Only fifty dollars, but that’s a damn lot now that our pockets are empty.”


She hated to see her brothers pinching pennies like this, but was relieved by the amount. “I can pay that off, so you can come with me to Montana.” When he started to grin, she added, “Don’t look so pleased. You may end up having to help work Father’s mine.”


He groaned. Evan laughed as he put the slab of beef in the oven to roast with the carrots. But Violet continued giving orders. “Evan, while you stay here to continue your courtship and deal with Mr. Perry, you might want to discreetly find out if anyone you know is interested in buying this house, just in case we have to lose it. Selling it will allow you to pay off the bank loan as well as any other debts you have and still end up with a profit.”


“You know you actually sound British now?” Daniel suddenly said.


She raised a brow. “What did you expect? I’ve lived in London for as many years as I lived here, so of course I picked up an accent and a few expressions you aren’t familiar with.”


“You sound exactly like Aunt Elizabeth did when she came for you, furious that Father had let you turn into a tomboy,” Evan added.


She laughed. “No, I wasn’t a tomboy. And if I were to stay here for a few months, I might start sounding American again.”


“You won’t stay? Even if we drag Father home and all is as it should be again?”


Daniel looked so hopeful she almost told him what he wanted to hear. But if all could be as it should be, her life wouldn’t change and she could go back to London and enjoy the Season, so she gently said, “No, but I will start visiting every few years now that my schooling is done. I won’t ask Father and Evan to make that trip again, but you could, you know. In either case, I won’t let another five years pass without us seeing each other, I promise you that.”


“But why go back?” Daniel protested.


“Right before I sailed, I met the man I’m going to marry, Elliott Palmer, an English lord. And I intend to be back in England sooner rather than later so I don’t lose him to some other debutante. So let’s focus on our plan. Evan, you convince Mr. Perry to hold off on foreclosing on the house. The letter I write tonight should help with that. And Daniel and I will return from Montana with good news—or bring Father with us.”


“Send word to me immediately,” Evan said. “I want to know that he’s well.”


He was worried, Violet realized, and Daniel probably was, too; they just didn’t want her to know it and start worrying as well. She said staunchly, “Someone would have notified you if anything bad happened to Father, particularly since he owns property in Montana, if a mining claim can be called that. So it’s a good thing that you’ve heard nothing. He’s probably too busy mining so he can get us out of this pickle, and too far from a town to post a letter. Now, is there a bed left in this house for me to sleep in tonight?”





Chapter Four


[image: Image]


VIOLET WAS A LITTLE excited when she and Daniel left for the train station the next morning. She’d had him buy her a valise yesterday when he’d gone to pay off his friendly wager, because it would be a nuisance to take one of her trunks on this journey when she didn’t expect to be in Montana more than a few days. And he’d come back with good news. His friend had refused to take the money, assuring him that putting up with his sister for as long as Daniel had sufficed as payment in full.


She was more worried about the other creditors her brothers had mentioned, but both assured her their credit was still good because none of those merchants were aware of their financial straits. Still, she left Evan with a little money, wishing it could be more, but she needed to make sure there would be enough left for the whole family to live on if their father hadn’t been successful out west. But she was hopeful and so looking forward to seeing her father again.


They just managed to buy tickets for a train that was about to depart. She boarded ahead of her brother and found them a seat, setting down her valise. She thought he was right behind her until she glanced out and saw him on the platform being led away by a policeman! He was shouting, trying to tell her something, but she couldn’t hear him clearly through the closed windows. She rushed to the boarding stairs and would have stepped off onto the platform, but the train started to move.


She heard Daniel yelling, “It’s my tailor. He thinks I’m skipping town without paying him. I’ll straighten this out and follow you tomorrow. Don’t waste your ticket to stay and wait for me!”


She couldn’t get off the train now even if she wanted to. She did want to and considered jumping off, but was afraid she’d break one of her limbs, and then she wouldn’t be going anywhere. But she really didn’t want to travel alone even for just one day. At least she would have had a maid with her if Jane hadn’t been so afraid of going on this trip—good God, now she was just as afraid as Jane. Daniel might follow her tomorrow, if he could get a refund for his ticket to buy another, but he would still be a day behind her for the entire trip, unless she went no farther than the first layover. But time was of the essence, time during which a loan payment was rapidly coming due again.


She finally pushed her fears aside when she looked around the train car and noticed that the other passengers were all well-dressed, respectable-looking people like her. She took her seat and stared numbly out the window. At the first stop, she sent Evan a telegram telling him she would wait for Daniel in Butte. But she nearly changed her mind later in the week when the train crossed into what was considered the West.


She hadn’t expected it would take her six days to reach her destination, especially after her brothers had bragged that she’d be riding most of the way on the fastest train in the world. They were misinformed. The transcontinental railroad used the same trains as the other railroads; it was touted as being the fastest way to cross the entire country simply because it didn’t stop in every town for passengers. But she’d had to change trains twice before getting on the express train. Then she’d had to change again in Utah for the branch train that continued north to Montana—and each of those stops had required a sleepover while waiting for the new train, which amounted to a day wasted at each stop and funds wasted at hotels. She would have to start counting every penny.


Violet felt as if she’d entered a different world after the last change of trains. The easterners who had traveled with her this far and had kept her nervousness at bay were continuing on to California, while she was traveling north. When she looked out the window, she saw wide-open spaces, untouched forests, lakes so big she couldn’t see the opposite shores. Fascinated by the landscape, she might have enjoyed this trip if she weren’t making it alone and hadn’t become such a curiosity to the new passengers, who appeared to be cowboys, farmers, and ragtag men who talked excitedly about getting rich in Butte. Had her father felt as excited and optimistic as these men when he’d come west? He would have been confident of success, so maybe he had.


Arriving at last, Violet could never have imagined a town like Butte, Montana. Her schooling hadn’t prepared her for the American frontier. She’d studied European history and the wars that Britain had fought against America, but the English weren’t interested in the western half of America, which they considered primitive and uncivilized. She’d learned from one of her fellow passengers that Montana wasn’t even a state, merely a U.S. territory.


But for a frontier town, Butte was larger than she’d expected, filled with all manner of businesses and numerous hotels, even entertainment halls, though most of those appeared to be saloons. It was nothing like the two cities in which she’d grown up. The buildings were mostly made of wood and no higher than two stories. Late on a Saturday afternoon, it was incredibly crowded and, even worse, incredibly dusty, with so many people walking and riding through the streets. Most of the men were in work clothes. She saw only a few sporting derby hats, but the men weren’t wearing suit coats. The women were plainly dressed, except for a few she was shocked to see in gaudy, low-cut gowns. There was too much to take in, so she didn’t try. She just made her way to the nearest respectable-looking hotel, paid for a room, and, bone-weary, went right to sleep.


The next morning she was anxious to start searching for her father. After finishing a small breakfast in the hotel restaurant, she asked the attendant in the lobby whom she should talk to about finding a missing person. He gave her directions to the sheriff’s office. She stopped at the telegraph office first to see if there was word from her brothers. There wasn’t, so she sent a telegram to let them know she had arrived in Butte, and told the clerk where she was staying so any replies could be delivered to her.


The streets weren’t as crowded this early in the morning. There were only a few wagons delivering goods. The miners who had filled the streets yesterday must have left town or were sleeping off their revelries. Twice last night she’d been woken by gunshots.


How on earth had her father managed in this town? Charles Mitchell was a gentleman born and bred, always meticulously dressed. She hadn’t seen a single man in a suit yesterday and not one today either. The only men she saw were in work clothes or in pants, shirts, wide-brimmed hats, and gun belts. It was the gun belts that made this place so foreign to her, and made her so eager to leave it. She hoped she’d find her father today and could be on a train back to Philadelphia tomorrow with good news for her brothers.


A man was sitting in a chair on the porch of the sheriff’s office. He appeared to be sleeping with his head resting back against the wall and his hat pulled down low over his face. She tried not to disturb him as she stepped past him and went inside.


“Sheriff?” she said to the man seated behind the desk. He was middle-aged and clean-shaven, neatly dressed in a leather vest worn over a shirt with rolled-up sleeves.


The man glanced up from the newspaper he’d been reading and set it aside. “No, ma’am. The sheriff’s gone fishing with his brother, does every weekend. I’m Deputy Barnes. What can I help you with?”


“My father, Charles Mitchell, is missing. He came here a few months ago. The information I have is that he staked a claim in this area. Is that how you say it?”


“Good enough.” The deputy grinned. “And what makes you think he’s missing?”


“Because his habit was to write home often, but he hasn’t sent another letter since he informed us he arrived here and began mining. Too much time has passed since then. We fear he may be hurt—or worse.”


He looked solemn now as he said, “That I can find out immediately.”


He opened a drawer in the desk and pulled out a ledger. He turned a few pages in it before he glanced up at her again. His new expression made her heart sink.


“The sheriff usually deals with bad news, but obviously this won’t wait till he’s back,” he said in extreme discomfort. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Your pa died two weeks ago. He was known in these parts as Charley, not that anyone knew him all that well. I recall now that Dr. Wilson let us know about it. He fills in when Dr. Cantry goes away. Your father had been Doc Cantry’s patient for more’n a month and never regained consciousness after an accident that happened at his mine. Another mine owner brought him to the doctor. He’s the one who found him. I think their mines are in the same area.”


Violet started to feel faint, and the deputy helped her to a chair. She heard his words; they just weren’t sinking in yet. Dead? Her brothers were going to be as crushed as she felt. She’d been so sure she would see her father today. She couldn’t believe she’d never see him again! He was really dead?


A handkerchief was being waved in front of her face. She realized she was crying. It had been so long since she’d seen her father, yet she still had so many memories of him, walks and picnics in the parks, him teaching her and her brothers to swim in Springton Lake, boat rides on the Delaware River, and the four of them gathered in the parlor where he would read stories to them with her leaning against his shoulder and the boys sitting at his feet. The memories overwhelmed her. This news overwhelmed her. What was she to do now?


“Callahan, the man who brought your father to town, was checking on his condition whenever he came down from the hills,” the deputy was saying. “Even left money for a funeral if it was needed. He got back to town a few days after your father died and was buried in the graveyard on the edge of town.”


She was so numb! He couldn’t really be dead. It could be a mistake, some other man with the same name. . . .


“Dr. Cantry might be able to tell you more. And Morgan Callahan—well, never mind him.”


“Why?”


“Callahan is something of a hermit, abides up in the hills where no one else lives and doesn’t come to town often. Most folks figured he was just a mountain man when he showed up in a bear coat last winter, complete with the fur and looking as shaggy as one. Acts like a bear, too, if you ask me. Turns out he’s been mining all this time and just tried to keep it a secret, which is not surprising, with the big mine owners around here buying up the little mines pretty fast. But the news got out that Morgan had found a pretty rich silver vein, and only your father managed to figure out where. Anyways, Morgan’s just too gruff and surly for a lady such as yourself to speak to.”


She nodded her agreement. “My father’s belongings? Where might they be?”


“Probably still at his mine. And you might want to close out your father’s bank account here, too, if he had one, but that will have to wait until tomorrow when the bank’s open.”


“Where is the doctor?”


He helped her to her feet to escort her out, saying, “I can take you to him now. He might have something to recommend for your shock, too.”


“And my father’s mine, where it is?”


“You would need to check with the claims office tomorrow, though that won’t be helpful other than to confirm he staked a claim. They might give you the general direction in which it lies, but not much more. You’ll need a guide to take you to it in any case, if it is indeed near Callahan’s, though I doubt anyone knows where that is. Morgan seems a mite obsessive about keeping the location of his mine a secret, always leaving town in a different direction.”


Despite the warnings, she had to ask, “But Mr. Callahan could show me?”


The deputy sighed. “He might be the only one who knows exactly where it is, but honestly, ma’am, you won’t want to deal with him.”


“Is he in town?”


He appeared glad to say, “No, least, I haven’t heard that he is, and I would’ve heard. He stirs up gossip when he does show up, but that’s not often. And when he does, he only spends one night in a hotel, then is gone the next day. But I can point you to the hotel he usually stays at. You could leave a message there for him if you’ve a mind to. Maybe he’ll draw you a map and you can hire someone not as ornery to show you the way.”


The last was said without any conviction. If Morgan Callahan was still keeping the location of his mine a secret, he would never draw a map to it, not even for his friend’s daughter. Had he and her father been friends? Or just passing acquaintances? No, they must have been friends if Callahan had paid for the funeral, so maybe he would actually draw her a map—if it came to that. And just in case it did . . .


“Could you show me the hotel first?” she asked.


“Certainly.”


The desk clerk at the hotel, which was in a newer section of town than where Violet was staying, told her Callahan hadn’t been there for weeks.


“Kinda expected to hear that,” Deputy Barnes said; then, noticing her crestfallen look, he added, “That’s good news if you’re determined to meet him. Means he’s due to show up, maybe in the next week or two. I’ll ask around, but I’m pretty sure Morgan’s location is still a well-kept secret, and with reason. Used to be competition was cutthroat and claim jumping a major problem around here until the big mine owners bought up all the small mines. All the miners you see in town work for them. There aren’t many small mines left near town, which is why I figure Morgan’s mine is a long distance from Butte and why he doesn’t show up often. But come along, the doc’s office is in the next block and he lives upstairs from it, so he should still be there even if the office is closed.”


Violet was daunted by how long she would have to wait for that Callahan fellow just to find out whether her father had found metal worth selling. But she might get the answer tomorrow at the bank, if there was a decent amount in her father’s account.


“It’s incredible that you know the comings and goings of all the miners in this town,” she remarked on the way to Dr. Cantry’s office. “How is that possible?”


The deputy chuckled. “It’s not. People have come here from all over the world, Irish, Welsh, Germans, Chinese, heck, even Serbians, just to name a few. And many of the migrants who gave up mining have opened businesses instead.”


“Then why do you know so much about Mr. Callahan?” she asked.


“That’s because we know his family. The Callahans have a large ranch over in Nashart to the east. They used to herd cattle to us before the Northern Pacific Railway reached their town and new ranchers moved in closer to us over in Bozeman. When Morgan came here last year, the rumor was that he’s the black sheep of the family and finally got booted from it. But it’s just a rumor, and Morgan’s temperament is bad enough as it is, so don’t mention it if you meet him.”


If? Yes, she might not have to wait for him if there was a substantial amount in Charles’s bank account. She could then let her brothers decide what to do with their father’s mine while she returned to England.


The doctor wasn’t available when they reached his residence, he was out on a call. She decided to wait there for him to return, since she didn’t have anything else to do other than let her brothers know that what none of them had wanted to consider even a remote possibility was true—their father was dead.





Chapter Five
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THE DILEMMAS VIOLET ENCOUNTERED kept getting worse. Why had she thought she could deal with all of this alone? She didn’t even realize just how deep her despair was because she was also grieving.


The brief conversation she’d had with the good doctor had revealed what her brothers didn’t know: Charles had left home with a bad heart. He’d visited Dr. Cantry soon after he reached town because he’d been having chest pains. The doctor had warned him to avoid any strenuous activity because it could bring on a heart attack—yet Charles had gone from that visit up into the hills to mine? Something so utterly strenuous? Cantry said a heart attack had likely caused a fall and the resultant head trauma that Charles had never woken from.


She went to the claims office first thing the next morning. The man there confirmed that Charles Mitchell had staked a claim, but it was against their policy to show their maps to anyone, even relatives of claim holders. However, he did confide as she was leaving that the map wouldn’t be helpful since it included no landmarks. “Not many do. If the miner is there, his mine is there, his stakes are there, therefore it’s his place. If there’s a fight over it, whoever holds the claim with the earlier date tends to win.” She must have looked as confused as she felt, because he added, “It’s not as shoddy a system as it sounds, ma’am. We have a large map of the area, but again, it’s not for public viewing. We’re not here to help men find ore, only to record it when they do.”


She thought she understood, although she wondered how her father had managed to find ore. But at least she’d confirmed that he did have a mine in the area.


She decided to wait to send a telegram to her brothers until after she’d gone to the bank, which was where she headed next. She wanted to be able to add some good news along with the bad. But she wasn’t able to do that. Her father had no bank account in this town.


She found out a possible reason why when she asked the bank clerk to check his records twice. The man complained, “We were robbed three months ago, so I’m not surprised that your father wouldn’t trust us with his money. The miners are sending their money straight home or hiding it, and businesses are keeping their money in their own safes. It might be years before the bank recovers if that money isn’t found.”


So she had no good news to tell her brothers, but she couldn’t hold off sharing the bad any longer. And she asked in that telegram why Daniel hadn’t yet arrived in Butte as he’d promised, and stressed that she still needed him there to help find their father’s money. Then she sat in her room for two days waiting for their reply. When some of the numbness wore off, she realized she should have switched to Callahan’s preferred hotel to be absolutely sure she didn’t miss him when he came to town. After she accomplished that, she took flowers to her father’s grave and wept some more. Afterward she tried exploring the town to pass the time, but gave up that notion when she drew too many whistles and rudely inappropriate remarks from men she passed on the boardwalks.


She stayed in her new room mostly during the days, going down to the hotel dining room only for dinner. That first night in the new hotel, she met Katie Sullivan, a kindred spirit. Katie was a lively girl, red-haired, green-eyed, quite pretty. She lived with her family in Chicago and was only in Butte for a visit with her father and to introduce him to her fiancé, Thomas, who had just arrived and was staying at the hotel.


Violet guessed that Katie had invited her to sit with her and Thomas because of the way she was dressed. So little high fashion was seen in this town that she stood out, as did Katie, and they were naturally drawn to each other by apparent shared interests—at least in fashion.
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