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“All that glitters isn’t always gold, Livvy Randall. Remember that.”

I squinted against the summer sunshine that flooded through the passenger-side car window. Miles of emerald green corn, as far as the eye could see, waved in the sultry breeze. As I brushed an auburn curl from my forehead, I thought hard about the words Pa had spoken as he’d driven me to the train station in Omaha.

Pa had never been too thrilled about me going to college. He would’ve been more than happy if I would’ve just married Horace White, the boy down the lane, and become a farmer’s wife with a dozen children. Don’t get me wrong. Horace is a perfectly nice boy. He’s tall and blond. He played quarterback for our high school. Every girl would have died to be his girlfriend.

But the day that I found Pa, Horace, and Mr. White talking on the porch when I came home, was the day I decided to go away to college and make something of myself. Their intense stares while I had climbed the porch steps had made me shiver. To them, I was no more important than a cow at market. I was a commodity to be sold.

The next day, I had sent a letter to the University of Nebraska requesting admission the next term. The day after graduation, I had packed my suitcases and demanded that Pa drive me there.

“All that glitters isn’t gold, Livvy Randall. Remember that.”

I smoothed my black skirt with long, slender fingers then studied the silk stockings that covered my legs. I had lost my shoes beneath my seat shortly after the train had pulled from the station. It may not be proper for a lady to be barefoot on a passenger train, but I didn’t care. It was a long ride to Chicago, and I planned to be comfortable. Those tight, pinching flats wouldn’t do.

Pa hadn’t been too keen on my decision to travel to Chicago so that I could pursue a career at the Chicago Tribune, either. He had been adamant that I needed the protection of a man, that I needed to be a wife and raise a family.

He forgot how much I loved to write. He forgot how many hours I spent typing, cutting, and pasting stories together for the school newspaper. All he could focus on was his limited world and limited possibilities. Not my dreams and ambitions.

The cornfields of Iowa thinned as the border of a town appeared. I read the sign as it flashed by—Cedar Rapids. I sighed as I nestled deeper into my seat. I was only halfway to Chicago, and it already felt like I had been traveling for an eternity.

The train lurched violently. I gripped tight to my seat as my breath caught in my throat. Then, the steam engine smoothed as it chugged along. All was well.

The train lurched again. This time it stopped.

I slowly lifted myself from the comfort of my seat as the passenger car filled with the low buzz of chatter. I reached to the floor in search of my shoes, tugging each of them on my feet. I could feel a knot twist in my stomach as I glanced around at the other passengers whispering frantically to each other.

The door closest to the engine flew open. A huge man with a barrel-sized chest came storming in, his brow knit tight making his eyebrows nearly form a “V” on his forehead. He stood at least a head and shoulders taller than Pa. He was dressed in the formal, navy blue suit coat of the rail line, the chest and wrists adorned in shiny, gold buttons.

He growled as he made his way down the aisle. He was clearly on a mission. However, so was I. I reached out to touch his arm as he passed.

“Sir, why are we stopped?” I demanded. The others murmured in agreement, several nodding their heads at my request. It seemed we all wanted answers.

“The train has broken down. We aren’t going anywhere for a while,” the man growled, his ice gray eyes burrowing into my emerald green ones. He wanted to intimidate me. I was just a little woman, after all. Boy, was he in for a surprise.

“How long is a while? I think we, as your paying passengers and guests, have a right to know.”

“Tomorrow. Or maybe the day after. We’re having another train bring us the part that’s broken. It’s not something we can just wander down to the local Woolworths and purchase.”

“Tomorrow?” I could hear the high-pitch screech in my voice. It made some of those around me flinch. I didn’t care. Tomorrow was unacceptable. “I have to be in Chicago for an interview with the Tribune. I can’t wait until tomorrow.”

The man’s lips curled into a sinister grin. “Then I suggest you start walking, Missy. Chicago is about two hundred and fifty miles due East. Have a good trip.”

All my bravado deflated at his words. With a sigh, I put up one last front. “Do you expect us all to sleep here on the train while you repair it? It’s summer. It’s hot. It’s humid. We’ll all sweat to death.”

He pointed out the window I had just been seated beside. “There are several hotels in Cedar Rapids. Right down the street is Hotel Montrose. I suggest you get a room there. I wouldn’t want such a delicate little flower as yourself wilting in this heat. I’ll personally carry your things there if you’ll get off my train.”

I swallowed back the snarl in my throat as I glared at him. “Don’t bother. This delicate little flower has thorns. I’ll see you in the morning...and I expect this bucket of bolts fixed and ready to leave when I arrive.”

It wasn’t long before I was trudging up the sidewalk, dragging my bags behind me. The other passengers from the train mulled around me like lost sheep let out of their pen. I stopped to huff a deep breath. I rued my quick temper. I didn’t have just one bag. I had three, and they were all heavy. I was determined not to ever go back to Lincoln. Had I just bitten my tongue and not given the train engineer a piece of my mind, perhaps he would be carrying them for me.

I glanced up at the buildings around me as I started my journey toward the hotel once more. All I had seen of Iowa was tall corn, farms, and the occasional small town. Witnessing a city amongst the fields was a welcome sight. It reminded me of Omaha, but on a much smaller scale. I smiled as a sign caught my eye—Hotel Montrose. I tugged my bags sharply to my side to hurry out of the hot, humid, Midwest sun.

A line had already formed at the front desk. I took a moment to soak in the place. The lobby was cavernous with the finest of furnishings, from plush couches to brass chandeliers. A large staircase at the far end led to the rooms upstairs. I hoped it wouldn’t take all the money I had to stay at such a place.

Finally, it was my turn.

“I need a room for one person. Only for tonight. I will certainly check out in the morning,” I requested.

A plump woman with curly, silver hair smiled as she took a key from the wall of hooks behind her. “That’ll be three dollars and twenty-five cents.”

I stared at her, stupefied. Three dollars and twenty-five cents? I stared into my purse then looked out the window at the hot, summer sunshine. I sighed. No doubt, the hotels in Chicago were far more expensive. “I’ll take it.”

A loud bang from a maintenance closet tore everyone’s attention from checking in. A bald, rotund man, his face flushed a beet red and dripping sweat, stormed out of the room. He spun on his toe then pointed in the direction he had come. “Frankie O’Carney, I swear if it kills me, I will see you fired!”

“Ed, you aren’t man enough!”

The slight Irish brogue caught my ears like an enchanting melody. I looked up from my bags. The most beautiful pair of sapphire blue eyes I had ever seen locked with mine. The body that possessed them put that beauty to shame. Covered by filthy work clothes, he looked like he was chiseled from granite. His hair was thick, rumpled, and black. No man had ever taken my breath away. This one did.

He smiled as he winked at me. Then, with a snarl directed at Ed, he stormed past our group of weary travelers and out the front door of the hotel.

* * * *
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CURSE MY SHORT, HOTHEADED, Midwest temper.

Once everything was settled with my check-in, I trudged across the cavernous lobby of the Hotel Montrose, lugging my bags along with me. The flock of sheep that had wandered from the broken down train to the hotel now congregated around the lone, hotel elevator, waiting for their turn to be taken to their floor. With a snort, I chose the staircase.

Once I reached the third floor where my room resided, I realized what a huge mistake that had been. My aching arms clenched my bags for dear life. I sighed. I always let my temper get the best of me. I needed to be more sheep-like. Take life as it came. Try not to get worked up over such little things.

However, if I did that, I’d still be in Nebraska, married to Horace White with four kids at the tender age of twenty-two. Perhaps I was better suited with a quick wit, hot temper, and sharp tongue.

I closed my eyes. I couldn’t shake the black-haired man in the lobby from my mind. I let go a lovesick exhale. Ever since I had laid eyes on him, my heart was racing. I had spent four years at the University of Nebraska and not one man had turned my head. I had stood in this hotel for five minutes and his blue eyes had turned my knees to jelly.

What had the large man called him? Oh, yes. Frankie O’Carney.

I leaned against the wall outside my room as I fumbled for the key, carefully balancing my belongings. As the tip of the key touched the keyhole, a force of nature slammed into me. My bags went flying. The one holding my unmentionables popped open for the whole world—or at least the occupants on the third floor of the Hotel Montrose—to see the contents. I snarled as my head snapped up to find the twister that had accosted me.

Sashaying down the hall was a woman in a mauve, floral dress. Her black curls cascaded down her back. Her buxom hips, the ones that had sent me flying, swung as she walked. I couldn’t help myself. My lips opened and the words flew out.

“How rude!” I hissed.

She spun at me, rage at my supposed insolence clear in her eyes. “Rude? See here, missy. You need to watch who you call rude!” Then, she rotated on her toe again and stormed down the hall.

I slumped to the floor to gather my things. A voice beside my shoulder startled me. “Please forgive my wife, Vivian. She has quite the temper.”

I turned. A finely dressed, well-built, older gentleman knelt beside me. He brushed a gray lock from his forehead then offered me his hand. “H.M. Goodrich. And you are?”

“Olivia Randall. Livvy for short.” I shook his hand.

“Henry!” Vivian commanded.

“Excuse me, Livvy.” H.M
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