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	One

	 

	Amaris Johnston, Mari with an “i,” as she silently referred to herself, tugged her perfectly curled ringlets over her one shoulder, wreaking havoc on the ribbon holding them back. With one ear against the door of her father’s study, she listened, shock and dread twisting the already coiled knots in her stomach tighter. She peered through the crack in the door and saw her father, standing perilously close to Hannah, her stepmother.

	“Honestly, Raymond.” Hannah was but a handful of years older than Mari’s age of twenty. She let out a sigh while setting another stitch in the tedious embroidery she never seemed without. Papa’s study was all dark mahogany wood with large bookcases lined with leather-bound books that matched row after row. Any mismatched volumes were located in a sitting room on the second floor of the house, near Mari’s room. Hannah sat on a brocade settee just across from a large fire that blazed in the hearth. Her paternal grandmother was in her regular wing-back chair angled aside. 

	“She’ll do as she’s told.” Papa’s dead flat statement raised the fine hairs on Mari’s arms.

	“I don’t know why you are fretting so. Amaris is a grown woman. A trifle willful, but perhaps it is time to let her go.”

	Papa’s palm cracked against Hannah’s cheek, snapping her head back. Her sharp gasp filled the room. Mari flinched, clamping a hand over her mouth to stifle her surprise. Dark red fingerprints flaming Hannah’s pale skin set Mari’s still churning stomach into chaos. A new respect for Hannah surged through Mari. Ever since Papa’s marriage to the mousy debutante five years ago, hers and Papa’s differences had become more and more pronounced. Until now, they were as wide as the Potomac. Mari had never been overly fond of Hannah, but actually hearing her defend Mari to her father softened Mari’s staunch dislike. She’d never witnessed Papa’s violence. The sight had her swallowing back bile.

	“She is my daughter and she’ll do her duty to this family. Your place is by my side. Quietly,” he bit out.

	Grandmother’s voice rose over the chaos. “Getting that girl to marry Rye’s son will take an act of God, Raymond. Hannah is right regarding Amaris’s willfulness. We best nail down those plans before she gets wind. You know how headstrong she can be.” 

	Mari’s spine jolted ramrod straight. Marriage. To Junior, Dwight Rye’s only son? The US Senator was a callous, bitter bastard, and his son was molded straight from the old man’s rib. She pressed her palms to her temple, trying to think. That certainly explained why the Ryes had been spending so many evenings camped out at the Johnston dinner table. Papa’s ambitions must be higher than she’d dreamed. Fury straightened her backbone and compressed her lips in a tight line. Fat lot of good it would do them. Now that the advertisement she’d placed as a mail order bride had been answered, Mari’s days at home were numbered—if she made it out. 

	Still, so much of her plans had not yet been solidified. 

	The sharp strike of a match was followed by a short silence. Papa’s exhale had the air reeking with cigar smoke. “You’ve nothing to worry over, Mother. It’s all taken care of.”

	What?

	Hannah cleared her delicate throat. “Raymond, would you excuse me? I must see about tonight’s supper with the Senator’s family.” Her words were a husky croak.

	Mari peeked through the crack once again. Her father had risen and was pacing from one end of the library to the other. Mari quelled her urge to run, but she couldn’t risk Hannah seeing her. If anyone got wind of Mari’s plans, she’d never make a clean escape. They’d have her locked in her room this time until the parson could be summoned, and the deed completed. 

	Hanna’s tentative footsteps approaching spurred Mari into a nearby closet. Thankfully, the hinges on the closet’s door were well oiled. As soon as Hannah passed by, Mari eased back out and resumed her place at the cracked door.

	“… should have taken care of that little problem years ago, Raymond. I told you then it would come back to haunt you. Now, there’s no getting around it,” Grandmother was saying. “You must do something about her. And, have you forgotten the funds needed for this run you intend to make? God knows the current mouse you’re married to can’t be counted on for squat.”

	While the conversation grew more intriguing with every word—Amaris had won the title of “most curious” in her circle—she could not imagine what little problem Papa and Grandmother referred to. Maybe they were planning to off poor Hannah. Something dark flashed through her mind. She can’t breathe. She can’t breathe. Like a puff of smoke it dissipated with a lingering scent of fear. Yet, there was no time for fear; she pushed it out. It was quickly replaced by guilt that punched her in the chest. She shouldn’t think poorly of Hannah. The woman was cold, but anyone married to Papa might have to be, just to survive.

	Unable to resist, Mari took another look and saw Papa spin about, then bracket Grandmother with a hand on each arm of her chair. He leaned in close. On anyone other than her father’s mother, the pose would be a menacing threat, but Grandmother was not so easily intimidated. “Saying so doesn’t help me now, does it?” His voice was a low growl, and—even straining to hear—Mari couldn’t begin to decipher the ominous, silent exchange that leaped between the two of them. 

	The study turned dangerously quiet. Unable to sneak away, Mari plastered herself to the wall, praying the shadows would conceal her. It was a wonder they didn’t hear her pounding heart or the blood rushing in her ears like a raging river. She breathed in through her nose, held it for a count of ten then let it out slowly, waiting. Papa jerked upright, stalked back to the chair behind his massive oak desk, and sat. After an interminable pause, he jerked to his feet again and stalked to the windows. “Quit worrying, Mother. I’ll have money quick enough, things are already underway. And, once Amaris is secured in her marriage—”

	Mari’s hand flew to her chest, rage fueling the rising heat in her blood. She’d almost forgotten.

	Grandmother let out her signature snort, one that left no doubt she considered her son to be the victim of abject stupidity. “What are you talking about? The last time I left anything of consequence to you, you ended up married to a tramp. And, what of that boy? What if he gets word somehow?” 

	What boy? 

	Grandmother’s famously impatient huff followed. One could set those rejoinders in cement, they were so predictable. “You just make sure you do things right this time…” She stood, preparing to leave.

	“He left town, didn’t he? Right after. There hasn’t been hide nor hair of him since. And there’s no reason for him to return. I took care of that ten years ago,” he bit out.

	Mari had heard enough. More than enough. Panicked, she edged her way towards the front door, clasped the handle, giving small thanks to Grandmother’s love of those well-oiled hinges, and slipped out. Freeman would know what to do. He hated Dwight Junior more than she did, on account of their days at St. John’s Boy School in Brooklyn. The time her friend had spent in New York would be of tremendous value right about now. 

	Adrenaline crashed through Mari’s veins as she fairly flew down the street, too terrified to waste another minute.

	 

	 

	Two Hours Later — Just before dinner

	“’Tis your duty to your father, not that you ever cared!”

	Mari had had enough. Grandmother’s perpetual criticism of some unseen crime Mari could not, nor would ever, fathom, might actually drive her to… to… drink. The constant compression of guilt and shame banding her chest suffocated her. It all seemed to depend on something Mari would likely never understand, let alone control. And, she’d had enough.

	To say so aloud, however, served no one, least of all herself. She thought of the letters held together with her prettiest yellow ribbon, stuffed in a corner of her tightly stuffed valise. The vision of that went far in relieving any guilt of abandoning her family. Her narcissistic, power-hungry, social climbing family. 

	And marriage to Dwight Levitt Rye, Junior? Unthinkable. The very thought of being tied to that horrible, disgusting swine didn’t just infuriate her, it terrified her. The man was as underhanded as a … an Algerine. Not the dashing storybook versions portrayed as modern-day pirates. No, sir. Dwight Rye was a scourge of human waste. She always felt an urge to bathe in lye after having been in the same room with him and his vicious father. Dwight’s flowery talk was as transparent as his father’s gleaming smiles. She’d rather eat a potful of strychnine and suffer the inevitable violent death than be knotted to him the rest of her life. 

	Thankfully, Mari’s instincts saved her, just as they had on more than one occasion. She’d never give in to Grandmother’s relentless badgering to do her father’s will. Never, never, never! Acquiescing would end Mari’s longings for a normal life, if one could call this gilded cage normal. The chill that skittered up her spine was no less potent than the specters stalking her nightmares. 

	Mari turned her head. 

	“Look at me, young lady.”

	Plying Mari with duty would not gain Grandmother a thing, but defying Grandmother would only make things more difficult. “Dwight is a plague to any person he comes in contact with.” She boldly met her grandmother’s piercing gaze.  “A vile, cruel replication forged from his father’s rib.” 

	Grandmother’s gaze fell away as she picked at some imaginary lint from her gown. “Bah. Marriage is just a contract between two parties. Once a little time has passed, why, I venture to say you would be free to do as you liked. Discreetly, of course.”

	Mari’s mouth fell and she gaped like a landed fish fighting for breath. Then shuddered. She’d never be able to reconcile herself in accepting Dwight Rye as a mate. He was too much his father’s son. Her eyes clouded with tears. “Truly, Grandmother? This is what you wish for me? For my life? How you must despise me.”

	Grandmother’s attention snapped back. “This is not about you, you spoiled little urchin.” Her tone turned smug. “You’ve enjoyed every luxury available to a young woman of your station. It’s past time to pay your dues. Your father needs the Senator’s support for his bid for President.” She leaned in, her voice controlled and threatening. Mari had heard this voice before, but now it was turned on her. “As I said, you’ll marry the son. The announcement is set to hit the Sunday paper.” 

	“Announcement?” 

	Grandmother ignored her question. Her heartless statement of Mari marrying the son pounded in Mari’s ears while panic burned her throat. Mari dare not demand a clearer explanation. What did it matter, regardless? She wouldn’t be around to fulfill Papa’s promise to the Senator’s son.

	Mari inhaled deeply and strived for the patience she’d never been known to possess. “I do care,” she said, responding to Grandmother’s original statement of Mari’s duty to Papa. The indignation she tried to convey came out weak. 

	The full realization of her peril hit her in the chest at the sight of Grandmother’s narrowed countenance: her only hope for escape rested on Freeman Hill if she was to leave tonight. Badgering her friend into acquiring her train tickets for Colorado Springs also known as “Little London” had been no easy feat. Until then, it was imperative Mari remain calm. Fighting every instinct to run, she set her expression to match her Grandmother’s and then strategically moved across the room as inconspicuously as possible. “It’s just that… that… I’m so weary.” Fluttering her eyes, wrist on her forehead, she swooned and fell onto the nearby settee. 

	“Then take yourself off to bed and rest up for tonight’s dinner. We shall revisit this subject in the morning.”

	In as meek a tone as she could muster, said, “Yes, Grandmother.”

	Mari made her way to the stairs sedately. Once out of sight, though, she dashed up the steps and into her quarters, locking the door behind her, her breathing rapid and erratic. She surveyed her pretty suite, its décor of frilly white lace and gold trim no longer offered refuge; instead it resembled a luxurious, choke-holding prison she could hardly wait to escape from. 

	On the far side of the bed Mari lifted the bed skirt to check her packed valise hadn’t been disturbed from its hiding place between the bed and window. Later tonight she would be wending her way to the mountainous west thanks to one sweet, sad elderly woman Mari found endearing.

	More than once she’d found herself wishing the elderly Mrs. McHuay was her grandmother and not the harridan whose thumb she resided under. It was Mrs. McHuay who’d given Mari the idea of making her way to Colorado Springs. She pushed aside the bundle of letters from the very nice Mr. William Henry Jeffers of Colorado, the man she’d promised to marry—a false promise she felt horrid deceiving—in disguising herself as a Mail Order Bride. The poor man would have to make other plans. It was bad of her perhaps in pretending her intentions to marry him, but how else was she to survive a reputation of traveling so far across country on her lonesome? She would explain it all once she arrived, and he would just have to be made to understand.

	She dug further in the bag until she found what she was looking for: the piece of needlework—a gift from old Mrs. McHuay. She smoothed the cream-colored cloth over her lap and caressed the soft threaded stitches of a bull elk, with an impressive rack of antlers. With Freeman’s help she had learned of the famous Antlers Hotel in Colorado Springs, Colorado. It was a mining community just south of Denver. Mrs. McHuay had in her way dictated Mari’s direction. And when she’d found Mr. Jeffers lived in the vicinity outside Colorado Springs, near a place called Cripple Creek she’d set her plans in motion. In the meantime, she’d think of something to tell Mr. Jeffers when the time came. She always did.

	Mari checked her store of coins. Plenty. All that was left now was suffering through the interminable supper.

	 

	After dinner

	The party retired to the parlor and Mari managed to endure the evening’s entertainment for the polite amount of time. Before excusing herself, she was forced to accept the offer of a ride through Schuylkill Park with Dwight the next afternoon. A ride she had no intention of following through on. She was becoming quite the hoyden with all her false promises of late.

	She hastened for the stairs but stopped at the base step and considered the library’s closed door. She glanced over her shoulder. No one nearby. On a whim, she hurried over and slipped inside. Papa’s safe held stacks of cash. He’d never miss a few bank notes. A single gas lantern lit the harsh furniture of her father’s desk. Quickly, turning the combination of the safe, its door opened quietly beneath her touch. His arrogance had never accounted for her sharp observance. She was just a silly chit with the sense of a common house pet. Well, the joke is on you, Papa. She took a tiny stack from the bottom and stuffed it in her bosom and shut the safe’s door. House pet indeed!

	Out of time, Mari started for the door, then paused, as his and Grandmother’s earlier conversation seared itself into her brain. What little problem were you referring to, Papa? She tiptoed back to the desk, her ears sharply tuned to the sounds outside the door. As usual, his desk was covered in several unruly piles. She ran her hands over several papers that revealed nothing; she certainly didn’t have time to go through every piece of paper. There must be something that indicated his need for her to marry such a lug. 

	She tugged out the top left drawer. Nothing but a few old photographs. One of her, Grandmother and Papa. A wedding picture of him and Hannah. She quickly flipped through the others. Most of them showed Mari, usually resenting the chore of sitting still. The last one was a conundrum, however. The tint alone showed it older than the others. Still, it was impossible to tell the age of the photo, but photography had not been around all that long. This was a daguerreotype—perhaps twenty years old. She studied the image of a family: the gentleman looked like Papa standing next to a blonde woman she didn’t recognize. She was beautiful, the mischievous twinkle in her eyes notwithstanding. Two children, obviously twins, sat on her lap. Still, the image didn’t raise any hackles or alarms. Mari lost her own mother at birth. Perhaps the photograph depicted her mother or her mother’s family. Had her mother been a twin? But that was more than twenty years ago. Perhaps this picture was older than she thought. 

	Something scratched at the door, startling her. She dropped the pictures back in the drawer with the presence of mind to close it. She darted under the huge desk just as the door swung wide. Dear heavens. She pulled her noisy dress around her, squeezed her eyes shut, praying. Don’t come in. Don’t come in. Don’t come in.

	 Of course, they came in. The panel of the desk, by shielding her, also kept her from seeing who’d entered. They were across the room, near the fireplace and the fire poker clanked as someone stirred the fire. 

	“She’s a lovely girl, Raymond.” Dwight, Sr.’s deep, modulated voice carried through the room. That voice was essential to his success—convincing the masses how trustworthy he was. “As soon as we get these two bound together, we’ll set Junior up for his bid for governor.” A slap on a shoulder sounded. “You’ll be the youngest in history, son. I say it’s past time to knock Pattison off his perch.”

	“I’m looking forward to the challenge, Sir,” Junior said. Junior being Dwight Rye. Ugh.

	 So, three of them. Papa, Dwight Senor and Junior. Mari rolled her eyes.

	“Cigar?” Papa murmured.

	“Don’t mind if I do. Wouldn’t mind a brandy either, if you’ve got it handy.”

	Oh. God. Mari’s arms quivered in her efforts to remain still. Her father kept the brandy in a cabinet not far from his desk. The carpet was too thick to hear his steps as he crossed the room. But soon glasses clinked, liquid splashed.

	“Don’t you worry about Amaris. She’ll fall in line, Senator. Count on it.” Her father laughed his hearty, fake laugh, the one she abhorred. “She’s a bit spirited, but Dwight, I take it you know how to handle spirited women?”

	Both the senator and his son roared with laughter. It was the senator who answered. “That he does. That he does. All women need a strong hand. The stronger and the quicker the better, until they realize their place. I taught him well. Didn’t I, son?”

	Just like Hannah. For the first time Mari could remember, she wondered about her birth mother. If she’d really died in childbirth. Or if she died by less than natural causes.

	“Indeed, you did, Father.” 

	Mari couldn’t see him, but she could imagine that cruel twist his lips took in what he believed was his irresistible smile. Just thinking of it sickened her.

	 “Well, once we have you two settled, we can focus on the Congressman’s bid for President. ’Tis a shame Cleveland just got in. Alas, seems we’re stuck for at least another four years.”

	Their little party went on for another twenty minutes before Papa finally ushered them out.

	The evening had waned. Nauseous and tired as she was, Mari knew she’d made the right decision. Leaving was imperative. And it was now or never. 
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	Only an hour had passed but it seemed forever before the house quieted to its usual sleeping routine. 

	Mari stood at the windows in her room. They faced the back garden, which meant fervently praying Freeman waited up the street for her as promised. The sliver of moonlight was both a blessing and a curse. She glanced down to the grounds. Heavens, the drop below was dizzying. She looked about for something to lower her bag down with but her ribbons were much too short and too adorable to ruin for such a task. She dashed to the wardrobe and settled for a sash from her least favorite frock. Perfect. Only, one, she discovered, was not enough. Time was precious, but short of throwing her bag down, she raced to collect another few and tied them together.

	In moments, valise resting at the base of the rose trellis covered in petals, she quickly tossed the sashes down, intending to get them out of sight only to have them snagged by thorns. 

	Half boots in hand, Mari stole down the servant stairs and out to the garden. She plopped on the ground beside her valise, slipped her boots on and laced them up. Untied her bag and tugged on the ties. They were good and tangled. She’d have to leave them. If God was with her, perhaps they wouldn’t be found for at least a day or two. Sadly, a week was too much to hope for. 

	She did a quick survey of the yard, all remained quiet—a good sign—and nerves in her belly flopping about like fish on land, made her way through the garden gate. She tried tugging on the sash one last time, but she’d never get them pried loose if she was to meet Freeman in time. If she was late, he’d think she’d abandoned her plans, and that would never do. 

	Her bag, though not heavy, was cumbersome as she hurried down the street and turned the corner. A horse, rigged to a sturdy buckboard, snorted and she almost collapsed from relief seeing her friend in the driver’s seat. Freeman was a sturdy, dependable sort. They’d met at various functions when his father was lobbying her father for the steel factory he owned. Freeman was a dapper fellow who dressed to the nines on a normal day. This was not a normal day, however. He wore dark wrinkled trousers and a worn jacket, and a hat set low on his brow. He spotted her and jumped from his perch, grabbing her valise.

	“Why are we in this old thing?” She whispered in the night air. Still, her relief hadn’t overrun her inherited sense of style. “You’re dressed funny too.”

	“How about a “thanks” before we commence with the criticisms?” He tossed her bag on the flat of the back panel behind the seat and helped her up, fighting her frothy skirts. “I see you are dressed right and proper for this madness you’ve undertaken. Are you certain I can’t talk you out of it?”

	“Apparently, I’m to marry Dwight within days. The announcement is set to hit the Inquirer on Sunday.” She shook off her dread; when that didn’t work, she talked. “What did your father say when you asked him about the route west?”

	“I could hardly ask him. You know he salivates for any opportunity to speak with your father. The steel factories and railroads are all over the politicians, what with new lines and companies emerging and merging daily.” Freeman jumped up and sat heavily beside her. The sturdiness of the cart hardly shook beneath his bulk. “You should at least let me accompany you. Taking the rails, alone? I shudder to think of what can happen.” 

	“Oh, Freeman.” She squeezed his arm. “Your friendship means more than I can say. But if you’re gone too…” 

	“Yes. Your father would kill me. My father would stomp me into the ground. After forcing us to marry.” 

	Something she wouldn’t mind so much if she wasn’t already half in love with one Mr. Sherman McHuay. He supposedly resided in Colorado Springs, according to Mrs. McHuay, but she couldn’t have said for certain since she hadn’t heard from her son in ten years. Which was perfect for Mari since getting as far as possible from Papa and Grandmother was suddenly vital. Besides, Freeman would be desperately unhappy with her as his bride. It was just a hunch, but Mari had a feeling Freeman would never marry a traditional girl. In all truthfulness, she could likely leave off the “girl” part. Admitting that aloud would not only shock, but would also embarrass, her friend.

	He glanced over at her emerald green riding habit—it was new—then let out a sigh. “What?” she demanded.

	“I liberated a change of clothes for you from my little brother. You’ll stand out like one of Giuseppina Beauharnais’ emeralds.” He snapped the reins and set the horse in motion. “We’ll find a place for you to change on the way to the station. In any event, I’ve gathered all the information for you.”

	Mari listened to him drone on how he would drop her at Broad Street Station where she was to take the Dauphin, Petersburg and Pennsylvania lines from Philadelphia to Pittsburg where she would then board Wheeling JC to the St. Louis line which would take her to Chicago— “Wait! What? I’m taking the St. Louis to Chicago, not St. Louis, Missouri?”

	“I have it all mapped out for you. And, other instructions in case you end up on the wrong train and actually do end up in St. Louis, Missouri.” He shot her a grin. “You aren’t necessarily known for your sense of direction.”

	“I resent—”

	He cut
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