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Chicago, 1870

Samantha Hayes repressed a shudder. “I have no wish to marry Mr. Dietrich. He is not too disagreeable as a dinner guest, but he is not someone with whom I wish to spend the rest of my life.”

Aunt Esther snatched her shawl from her shoulders and folded it as if she wanted to mangle the fine cashmere fabric. “You’re fortunate so distinguished a gentleman wishes to accept a cripple.”

Samantha wanted to give a sharp retort but—as usual—swallowed the harsh words and blinked back the tears that came into her eyes. Why did her aunt always make her feel as if she were a terrible burden and completely worthless? At least her uncle was a little kinder. 

She arched an eyebrow at her aunt. “Why do you suppose Mr. Dietrich would ask for my hand when I’m so undesirable? Could it have anything to do with my inheritance?” She turned to stare out the parlor window at the rain falling on the tree-lined street in front of the Hayes’ home.

“Don’t be crass,” her aunt snapped. “You’re a beautiful woman of a good family. Your thick chestnut hair and unblemished skin are your best features. Your hourglass shape is the sort of figure that attracts men.” 

She talked about Samantha as if preparing her for auction. “Yes, I’m sure your beauty attracted him. Fortunately, your... affliction didn’t put him off.”

Even her aunt’s compliments were insulting. “I repeat that I do not intend to marry that man.”

As if incredulous, her aunt stared at her. “How can you be so cold and heartless after all your uncle and I have done for you? Besides, your uncle has already given his consent and the betrothal agreements are signed. We’ll host a party to announce your engagement and upcoming nuptials. Mr. Dietrich requested that we move as quickly as possible.”

Samantha whirled to face her aunt. “How could Uncle Virgil consent without talking to me first?”

With a smile that didn’t reach her eyes, Aunt Esther patted Samantha’s shoulder. “He’s only thinking of your welfare, dear. You know his heart troubles him. He worries about what would happen to you if he’s helpless or passes away before you’re settled in your own home. He’ll relax once you’re wed to such a distinguished gentleman. Don’t make trouble for Virgil which might bring on an attack.”

Supposedly, Uncle Virgil’s heart bothered him. Samantha thought most of his trouble was indigestion and not heart trouble. He loved food of all kinds. In spite of his weakness, he remained almost trim. But in case he was right, she didn’t want to risk causing him to suffer a heart attack.

She sensed herself weakening. Hating that about herself, she almost wished she were the type of woman who stomped her feet and shouted her disapproval. Her mother had taught her to be gentle and kind. How she missed her parents. They had died eight years ago when she was thirteen. Their will made Uncle Virgil her guardian and required her to live with Uncle Virgil and Aunt Esther until she wed or turned thirty. Spending nine more years with her aunt was too depressing to consider. 

Though she had many gentlemen friends, apparently none saw her as marriage material. On the other hand, her female friends were either married or engaged. What was she to do?

Her aunt’s comment snapped Samantha from her reverie. “I beg your pardon, would you repeat that?”

“Mr. Dietrich will call for you in only a few minutes. He’d like to take you for a drive so the two of you can become better acquainted.”

She took a step toward her aunt.“You arranged quite a bit without my knowledge or consent, Aunt Esther. I’m not a child and don’t appreciate being kept out of plans that affect me.”

With an innocent expression, her aunt placed a hand at her throat. Samantha had come to know that gesture and expression as false.

“Dear Samantha, we’re only thinking of your happiness. Your dear father trusted Virgil to protect you, and that’s what we’re trying to do. Hurry and tidy yourself for your upcoming carriage ride. You want to look your best for your fiancé.”

Why did Samantha even bother trying to reason with her aunt? Without another word, she turned and went to her room. 

Soon Samantha sat beside Mr. Dietrich in his carriage. He drove the gig competently, but he’d spent far too much time staring at her during their drive as he regaled her with comments about his position in society and his future plans—not a word about her or them. He’d been vague when she’d asked specific questions about his business ventures.

In spite of her pompous escort, she found being outside and riding through pleasant streets was a welcome change. The rain had fled and sunshine greeted them underneath azure skies. A light breeze cooled her on their journey.

He was attractive enough to please most women, she supposed. He wore his brown-colored hair brushed straight back from his forehead. He had a trim mustache, and dark brown eyes. She couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was about him that aroused her suspicion of his intentions. 

For the third time, he asked, “Are you comfortable, my dear?”

For the third time, she answered, “Quite, thank you, Mr. Dietrich.” She wanted to tell him she was not his dear.

“Surely now that we’re engaged, you can call me Rolf and I can call you Samantha. I’m eager for our formal announcement.”

“Two days seems rushed, Mis... Rolf.” Of course her aunt would plan a ball for dancing, even though she knew Samantha couldn’t dance. Samantha had requested the announcement be limited to a dinner party. She didn’t want a ball since she couldn’t participate. She didn’t want a huge wedding. She especially didn’t want to wed Rolf Dietrich. For her uncle’s sake, she’d agreed to his plans—but she had been unable to accept the thought of spending her life with this condescending and pompous man.

He leaned closer. “I look forward to our wedding and our honeymoon.” His voice had changed to what she supposed he thought was seductive. 

Perhaps it was to some women. She couldn’t agree with his statement, so she changed the subject. “Aren’t those red roses lovely beside that fence? My aunt and uncle have a bush that very shade in their garden. I love roses, but my favorite shade is pink. Do you have a flower garden?

“Yes, but I don’t pay attention to the plants or know their names.” He gave a dismissive wave. “My gardener keeps them looking neat and that suits me.”

“In what do you take interest besides your work?” 

“Of course I belong to the Bartlett Club for gentlemen. I travel and I meet with friends at my home or theirs. Your uncle assured me you could plan and host dinners.”

Samantha wondered what other assurances her uncle had given Rolf Dietrich. “My aunt depends on my planning ability for all her social endeavors. She’s a frequent hostess.” She hoped she sounded calm. In reality, she sensed a giant net closing around her. Soon she wouldn’t be able to escape.
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Samantha watched the dancers swirl around the room. Furniture had been pushed against the wall and the rug rolled up and moved out of the way. Most were graceful and appeared to enjoy gliding around the floor. She longed for the ability to join them. Glancing down at her midnight blue gown, she visualized how it would sway as she moved. How silly of her.

She recalled running across fields and wading in the creek near her parents’ home. Admittedly, she was a free spirit, a wild and fearless adventurer. That ended when she was eight and her horse stepped on her after she’d fallen from the saddle when her horse reared. Bones in her ankle and the arch of her foot were crushed. Although her parents took her to several doctors, none helped. She limped awkwardly, and had accepted her circumstances as graciously as she could. By no means did that mean she didn’t long for two perfect legs and feet. 

Suddenly, she was overcome with remorse and apprehension about her engagement. She rose and slipped out onto the terrace. Hiding in a niche in the darkest corner, she inhaled the floral scents floating on the air. She took a deep breath and wiped at her cheeks where tears had slipped from her eyes. She sat on the little stone bench where she’d hidden many times since she’d lived with her aunt and uncle. How long she sat there, she didn’t know.

She smelled cigar smoke, which she detested, and then recognized the man creating the haze. 

Rolf Dietrich and his friend, Arnold Poehlman, stepped onto the terrace and stood at the corner not ten feet from her. She dared not move a hair. Neither man looked her way. Instead, they looked at the open French doors, as if to insure they wouldn’t be overheard.

Arnold clapped Rolf on the shoulder. “Congratulations, you’ve done it, my friend.”

Rolf blew smoke from his mouth. “Not yet. I have to marry the woman first. Then I can get those creditors off my back and we can carry on with our plans.”

Arnold leaned against the wide stone rail. “She’s a pretty woman. From what I hear, she’s adept at entertaining even though her aunt takes credit.”

Samantha was surprised anyone realized her part in Aunt Esther’s events.

“But not dancing or even walking.” Rolf spat the words.

“She’ll make a good wife and mother. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” Arnold chuckled. “That and her considerable fortune.”

“You think I want to be shackled to a woman who limps? Once I have the money, I won’t need her any longer.” Rolf sounded smug. 

Samantha put her hands over her mouth to stifle the gasp she couldn’t hold. Polka music filled the air and hid her outburst of breath.

“What do you intend to do with her? Am I correct when I suppose she’ll have a terrible accident?”

Rolf chuckled. “I’ll be the heartbroken husband, of course. I’ll give it a couple of months first. I can let her entertain me that long. After all, her limp won’t show in bed.”

“What about the old lady? Now that Samantha’s agreed to the marriage, you don’t need her any longer.”

“I’ll give her ‘loving aunt’ the sum I promised her for seeing to it that Hayes signed the settlement and Samantha went along with my plans.”

“If she suspects anything later?”

“She’ll be dealt with the same way as her niece.”

Someone called to the men from the ballroom. Inconsiderately, Rolf stubbed out his cigar on the terrace rail and the two men went inside. 

Samantha sat hugging her arms, frozen in place. This was even worse than she’d anticipated. How could she get away without anyone trying to stop her? As if in a trance, she sat rocking back and forth.

Jennie Chambers, her best friend, came onto the terrace. The beads on her yellow brocade dress sparkled until she was in the shadows. 

Jennie sat beside her. Her voice was always soft, but now it was softer than normal. “I knew I’d find you here. Even though you don’t want to marry him, why hide out here? You’re supposed to be enjoying your party.”

Barely above a whisper, Samantha answered, “I can’t and it’s fortunate I was here.” She hesitated, and then told Jennie what she’d heard.

“That beast! Oh, Samantha, you can’t marry him and you can’t expect help from your aunt. What are you going to do?”

“I’ll pretend to go along with the plans, and then disappear. After I’m settled somewhere, I’ll let you know where I am.”

“How will you manage? Where will you go?”

“I haven’t figured out how or where, but probably west. Fannie will help when I explain. Daddy’s will stipulated Fannie and Moses be kept on until I married. Aunt Esther has told Fannie she won’t be needed after the wedding. Fannie and Moses are making plans to go live near his sister in Kansas.”

“You know I’ll help you any way I can. Promise you’ll ask me if you need help. If you can, please say goodbye before you go.”

“I’ll try, but I’ll have to leave when the chance arises.” Samantha stood and brushed off her skirts. “I suppose I’d better go inside.”

“Yes, you’ve been gone a really long time.”

She and Jennie walked into the house together. 

Rolf stalked up to her. “Where have you been, my dear? I’ve looked for you.” The words were politely arranged, but his tone of voice was harsh and demanding.

“We were sitting on a bench and chatting about the wedding. I love the bench that overlooks the pond.” She didn’t say that’s the bench where they’d sat. She didn’t like to lie, but she didn’t mind misdirection.

He snapped, “You have a responsibility to our guests.”

Acting her part as if she were in a play, she linked her arm with his. “Rolf, dear, I thought without me present you’d feel free to dance with several of the ladies. I’ve heard you’re an excellent dancer and that you enjoy it very much.”

He smoothed his mustache with his free hand. “Ah, well, I danced with several to fulfill my duty, but I missed you. You should have stayed near me when I wasn’t dancing.”

“There’s always next time.” She looked up at him with what she hoped was her sweetest, most innocent smile. “We’ll host a lot of occasions together.”

He appeared placated. “That’s true.” 

Standing with a group of friends of whom Samantha didn’t approve, Arnold looked their way. His expression held speculation. She merely smiled at him, too. With a nod at her, he turned back to his friends.

She hated her position. She had one week to make her escape. What could she do to elude Rolf, his friends, and her aunt and uncle?
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Chapter Two
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Samantha had insisted to her aunt that she needed Fannie to help her pack for her move. In snatches when her aunt wasn’t spying on them, Samantha explained to Fannie the conversation she’d overheard. They made plans that depended on perfect timing. Moses had gone to the station and learned the departure schedule for the trains leaving Chicago.

When her trunks were ready, she spoke loudly and asked Moses to move them to Rolf’s home. She acted fussy and said she and Fannie were accompanying him to make sure he did everything correctly. Instead of going to Rolf’s, they were going to the train station and Samantha would board a train heading in a zigzag set of stops meant to confuse anyone chasing her. 

Eventually, she planned to go to Council Bluffs and travel west. They had to time this carefully so Samantha didn’t miss her train or get there too early. Fannie and Moses would head south in the wagon. Moses had stored his and Fannie’s trunks at the home of a friend and would claim them when Samantha was safely gone.  

Samantha carried a carpetbag which she’d use on the train. Her savings were hidden in various places—in her corset, in her bag, in each trunk, and in her purse. She’d even attached a few bills inside the crown of her hat. Although she had the fortune Rolf coveted, she couldn’t access it until she married or turned thirty. Until then, she had to depend on the quarterly allowance from her late father’s attorney. Fortunately, it had been paid last week on March 31st.

She wrote Mr. Gregory, her family’s attorney, a long letter informing him of her decision and why. She promised to let him know her whereabouts as soon as she was settled, but asked him not to tell anyone. She doubted the last was necessary, but she couldn’t take a chance.

She was so nervous she could hardly breathe. Every sound caused her to jump. Somehow, she managed to maintain the appearance of calm and cheerfulness. She pretended interest in the wedding. Jennie and another friend, Marianne Potter, were supposed to be her attendants. Arnold and a horrid man named Victor Garnier were to stand up for Rolf. 

The day before the wedding, Samantha chose the time carefully when she spoke to her aunt. “I’ve enlisted Moses and Fannie to help me move my things to Rolf’s home. Don’t worry, Aunt Esther, I saved out all I’ll need until the wedding.” She’d left the wedding dress her aunt had had her dressmaker sew. It hung on a wall hook because it was too full to fit in the armoire in Samantha’s room. 

Her aunt eyed her with distrust. “Perhaps I should go with you.”

Samantha hid her true feelings and hugged her aunt. “How kind of you to volunteer, dear aunt. No, we have so much still to prepare, even though you’ve been so efficient and helpful. Please stay here and rest while you can. I know you must be exhausted from all you’ve done for my wedding.”

“Well... if you’re certain I won’t be needed ....” Aunt Esther pressed her hand to her temple. “A rest does sound good. I feel one of my headaches building. You could take Hilda if you wish.”

Samantha couldn’t have her aunt’s spying maid with them. “Oh, no, you may need her. Now, you quit your worrying. You’ve planned a wonderful wedding. No wonder you’re getting a headache. You’ve worked so selflessly ensuring the wedding will be the event of the year. I’m sure it will be the talk of the town.” Her absence would be the talk of every gossip in Chicago. She had a twinge of guilt for her uncle when he learned she’d disappeared.

Samantha boldly bent down and raised her aunt’s skirt and petticoats to peek at her aunt’s feet and legs. “Just as I thought, your legs and feet are swollen.” She straightened and led her aunt to a chair and sat her in it. She pulled a hassock over and lifted her aunt’s feet onto it. 

A tug on the bell pull brought Hilda into the room. 

Samantha said, “My aunt needs a cup of tea and a bite of something to fight her fatigue. She must keep her legs raised either here or in her bed. I’m trusting you to see she is pampered and kept off her swollen feet and ankles.”

Hilda was devoted to Aunt Esther, but Samantha couldn’t imagine why. 

“Oh dear, Miss Esther, I was afraid you were working too hard doing for your niece.” Hilda sent a glare toward Samantha, and then turned back to her employer. “You don’t stir a muscle. I’ll be right back with your tea and a cherry tart.”

Moses had already taken Samantha’s trunks down the back stairs. He’d enlisted the stable boy’s help. 

“Take care, Aunt Esther.” Samantha resisted the urge to run. Instead she leisurely strolled out of the house. 

The stable boy helped Samantha climb onto the wagon seat beside Fannie. Moses clicked the reins. Samantha held her breath until they turned a corner. 

Moses said, “Sure is a fine wagon you bought us, baby girl. See the places along the sides where the frame goes? The canvas turns this into a covered wagon. Rain or shine, we’ll be traveling in style.”

Linking her fingers with Fannie’s, Samantha said, “I’ll miss you so much. You’re a part of me.”

Fannie squeezed her hand. “Moses and I still call you baby girl, but you’re not the baby I swaddled and rocked. You’ve grown into a fine woman. Your parents would be proud. Don’t forget you’re my girl and I expect you to act like a lady.” Her former nanny shook a finger at her “You’d better write me and let me know where you are and how you’re doing.”

“I promise, and you promise to write back. I have your sister-in-law’s address. I don’t know if you’ll get there before I get to where I’m going, which will probably be Denver. I’ll send a wire when I’m settled.”

“You save your money and write a nice letter. I hear trains are bringing mail real fast now. Isn’t that right, Moses?”

“That’s what Mr. Virgil said. I figure he knows.”

“Even though I resent him trapping me into a betrothal to Rolf, I hate that I didn’t get to say goodbye to Uncle Virgil. I know he agreed because of my aunt’s manipulation. I’ll write him when I’m settled and explain and mail the letter to his office. Once I tell him the reason I left, I’m sure he’ll understand why I couldn’t marry Rolf.”

Moses harrumphed. “You gonna tell him about his wife’s supposed to get money from that Mr. Dietrich if you married him? Makes me so mad just to think about her acting that way.”

“I think I should, don’t you? He needs to know what lengths she’ll go to in order to get her way.”

Fannie nodded. “I think he should know what she’s done. Isn’t fair
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