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Mama and Papa were arguing again but Faith did not pay them any mind as she ushered the younger children from their rented house and into the yard. It was commonplace, after all, her parents’ fights nearly legendary in San Francisco. However, they had seemed to grow worse when the family had arrived in the small town of Jarbridge two weeks earlier, following the scent of gold to Nevada when all had believed the rush to be over. 

“Why do they fight so much?” Young Bethany demanded to know, her small face puckering into a pout of frustration. It was one which the children often asked but Faith shushed the girl and pointed a nearby kickball. She was not apt to have such a conversation with a child. 

“You will take your brothers and play,” she instructed. “The matters of the grown-ups is not ours to address.”

“Papa promised we would be happier here,” the twelve-year-old insisted and Faith scowled. How was Bethany to understand the workings of her parents when Faith wasn’t sure she did herself, even at the age of twenty. Matters of marriage were not ones with which she was familiar. 

It was true that the Lanes had come to Nevada after their father, Sam, had lost his position at the mines in California. It had not only been him, of course. The veins had run dry and everyone had believed that the influx of gold had seen its peak and the Lane family had been left to consider what Sam could now do for work. 

At sixteen, Arthur, the oldest boy, was too, old enough to bring in some income to help the family and Faith herself had considered taking on a position as a chambermaid in San Francisco. There seemed few other options until Sam had come home to their meager shack and announced they were moving to Nevada. 

For two weeks they had lived in the sleepy town of Jarbridge of no more than two hundred souls, the eight Lanes adding to the tiny population which Sam had expected to see grow when wind of the gold reached the ears of those who had believed it lost. 

“We must strike now,” Sam told his family urgently. “Before we are overrun the same way the forty-niners were in California.”

It was not as though Virginia Lane had any say in what her husband opted to do but she did have her reservations about moving her large family to parts unknown. 

“We could see Faith married,” her mother insisted. “She is lovely enough for a working man. It will ensure we have a place to live—”

“We cannot bring our horde into Faith’s marital home, Ginny. Don’t be ridiculous. Moreover, it is my job as a father to care for my daughter’s future and not the other way. A husband for Faith is not an answer. Jarbridge is what we must focus our attention upon. It has only just been discovered which means there are certainly more lodes to be found. I will take on a job in the mines and search simultaneously.”

Faith exhaled with relief. She had no intention of being assigned a husband but if it meant supporting her family, how could she refuse? Thankfully, her father would not have it, even if her mother already sought dresses to see her eldest daughter married off. 

And so they had moved to Jarbridge, Arthur and Sam working the mines and seeking out new strikes in their off-times while Faith minded the smaller children and helped her mother tend the house. 

It was insufferably quiet in the town, nothing like San Francisco and Faith did long for the excitement of the city but there was little she could do but bear the fate they had been dealt with her usual aplomb. 

“You are never bothered by their fights,” Bethany muttered. “I think you don’t care that they argue incessantly.”

“It is their way,” Faith snapped crossly. “It is not for you to interfere, Bethany. Do as I say and take your brothers from the house.”

She pointed purposefully away, her green eyes firm and Bethany sulked, obeying her instructions. 

Faith knew what her parents went on about. Her mother disliked Jarbridge and worried about money. Her father was far too optimistic to succumb to the endless debts that a family of eight incurred, convinced that he was close to finding his own gold deposit soon enough. 

“What do you stare at so blankly?” Arthur teased and Faith turned to her brother whom she had not noticed approach. 

With him, a young, handsome man stood, his face dirty from having worked all day, presumably alongside her brother at the mines. 

“Arthur,” she breathed, laughing. “You startled me.”

“Faith, may I present my new friend, Robert Branson? We work together the same shift at the mines.”

Faith smiled warmly at the stranger and extended a hand toward him. 

“A pleasure, Mr. Branson. Have you worked the mines a long while?”

Robert stood, staring at her for a long moment, his eyes wide and Faith giggled slightly. She was well-accustomed to having men and women alike staring at her with such awe. From a young age she had known she was a beautiful girl, fair and blonde, not unlike a doll. 

She tried not to let her appearance enhance her ego for without a status to accompany her attractiveness, she could only expect to go so far in her life. 

“Robert,” Arthur grumbled, nudging the older man in the ribs. “You must not gawk.”

“Forgive me,” he mumbled, accepting Faith’s outstretched hand. “I am pleased to meet you, Miss Lane.”

“We are hardly formal here,” Faith chuckled. “You may call me Faith, Mr. Branson.”

“And you may call me Robbie.”

“Will your friend stay for supper?” Faith asked, studying Robbie’s face. He truly was a handsome man. If he were bathed well and groomed, he could easily pass for a gentleman with his sensitive dark eyes and dark blonde head of hair. He was also much taller than other men his age. 

He cannot be more than twenty-two, Faith guessed. 

“I would not like to impose,” Robert said hastily but Faith and Arthur waved dismissively. 

“It is not an imposition,” Faith insisted. “When Mama and Papa have finished their discussion, I will set another plate at the table.”

Arthur’s smile faded and he looked back toward the house. Their parents’ voices had faded out but he seemed to understand that they were in the throes of another argument. 

“Come along, Robbie,” Arthur said. “I will introduce you to my sister and brothers.”

Robert held Faith’s gaze a moment longer than necessary and she again cast him a pleasant beam. 

“It truly was a pleasure, Miss—”

“Faith,” she corrected him and he chuckled. 

“Faith,” he confirmed. “It is a pleasure.”

“I am certain that we will see much of one another,” Faith told him brightly. “Do not forget to wash for supper, Arthur.”

She turned to dance back toward the small cabin house and warn her parents of a guest for dinner before they could commence yet another argument. It was embarrassing enough for the children to hear their quarrels. They did not need to advertise their troubles to strangers also. 

At the doorway, she turned and looked back toward her siblings. To her surprise, she saw Robbie staring at her and his look filled her with a spark of warmth. 

He seems like a good man. It is good that Arthur is already making friends. I must focus on doing the same. 

~ ~ ~

“I appreciate you having me for supper, Mrs. Lane,” Robert said nervously after the dinner dishes had been cleared by the hands of the women. He had not realized how many mouths the Lanes had to feed or he would have politely declined the invitation to stay. He knew from experience that while the mines paid well enough, there was certainly not enough money for a family of eight to entertain guests upon.

Guilt swelled through him as he looked about the table at the faces of the Lane children. 

Did they eat enough? I should not have taken even as little as I did. 

“Friends of our children are always welcome at the table, Robert,” Virginia Lane replied crisply. It was difficult to gauge if she was displeased or not for she had one of those faces which was in a perpetual state of disapproval. 

“You haven’t any family in Jarbridge?” Sam Lane asked. His disposition was much easier than his wife’s and Robbie immediately liked him. 

“I have not,” Robbie replied, darting his eyes toward Faith who had reclaimed her spot at the table. Bethany had been left to attend the dishes alone and he was grateful for the opportunity to study her graceful face again. 

Robbie had been unable to tear his eyes away from her from the moment Arthur had introduced the two. It was more than simply her beauty which seemed to captivate him but the gentleness in her face, as though the kindness of her heart shone through her emerald eyes in a glow which warmed him endlessly. 

“Perhaps you should look to start a family here,” Virginia suggested and Robbie pulled his gaze away from her oldest daughter to look at the woman. She had clearly noticed him staring at Faith and his cheeks flushed. 

“Perhaps,” he agreed quickly, darting his brown eyes toward the tabletop. 

“Where do you hail from, Robbie?” Faith asked and he reluctantly looked at her again, willing his heart to stop thudding with such intensity. 

“I came west from New York,” he confessed. “I was an orphan.”

He wished he had not volunteered such information. It did not look well upon him and although the Lanes looked at him with sympathy, he knew he had been demoted in their eyes. No one wished to tie themselves to a man without standing. 

“What a shame,” Faith sighed. “Did you know your parents?”

“Faith!” Arthur and Sam barked in unison. 

“It is all right,” Robbie answered quickly. “I was a boy of ten when I was given to the Children’s Aid Society. My mother died when I was three. My father...well, he had issues with sobriety.”

“My word,” Virginia sighed. “Some people are not worthy of the children they bear.”

“You seem to have done very well for yourself,” Sam said magnanimously but Robbie did not see it as such. He was a mere miner, after all. 

“Thank you,” Robbie said instead. “I work hard so that I might one day be able to provide well for a family as you have, Mr. Lane.”

“Here in Jarbridge?” Faith giggled. “Do you not wish for more excitement than this?”

“Faith!” Virginia growled. “There is more to life than excitement. Mr. Branson is a smart man, looking to the future. We could all be so lucky to find a husband with such foresight.”

Sam’s smile faded and he glowered at his wife. Robbie was stunned at the open rebuff and he swallowed nervously. 

“Mama,” Arthur muttered and Robbie saw the oldest siblings exchange a wary look. 

“Oh, do look at the hour,” Robbie said abruptly, rising from his chair. He placed his napkin upon the table and the family looked to him in surprise. 

“You have not had your coffee,” Arthur protested but Robbie knew that tension was brewing in the household and he dared not get involved. 

“I must go,” he insisted. “I find myself very tired suddenly.”

“I feel the same,” Virginia mumbled and again, the oldest Lanes glared at one another. 

“I will see you out, Robbie,” Arthur said, also rising. 

“I will also join you,” Faith decided and Robbie felt his heart flutter. 

I do not know this woman from Eve. How can she have such an effect on me? 

Never had Robbie been so smitten and yet he could not deny that there was a deep yearning in him to claim this near-stranger as his own. 

“You must forgive my parents,” Faith sighed when the trio was out of earshot of the rest of the family. “This move has been quite trying on everyone’s wits.”

“Indeed,” Arthur agreed. “We did not wish for you to leave so suddenly.”

“I assure you,” Robbie told them both as they stepped on the rotting wood of the veranda. “I had a lovely time. I hope to return the invitation soon.”

He smiled at the siblings, his eye-catching Faith’s and again, he was consumed with energy as she beamed. 

“Welcome to Jarbridge,” he told her softly. “I hope it is the home you seek.”

He turned away, his eyes catching the hills beyond. 

They are said to be haunted, he thought. Jarbridge means “devil” in Shoshone but I think God has sent an angel to protect us. 

~ ~ ~

“Have you any experience working in hotels, Miss Lane?” 

Faith offered the manager her most winning smile and shook her mass of blonde curls. 

“I do not, Mr. Carver but I am the oldest child of six children. I can only assume that small children are more cumbersome than distinguished guests.”

Avery Carver eyed her, a sardonic smile touching his lips and he arched an eyebrow. 

“You might be wrong, Miss Lane.”

He sat back in his chair and studied her face closely, an indecipherable expression on his face. 

“You are quite lovely,” he told her and Faith felt a glimmer of hope in her chest. It had been a personal decision to apply for the job at the only decent hotel in Jarbridge, her hope that additional money might diminish the tension entrenching the Lane household. She had not spoken to her parents about the idea nor had she discussed it with her brother, Arthur. 

“Thank you, Mr. Carver.”

“Perhaps,” he said, leaning closer. “You could call me Avery when we are alone.”

The hope shifted into a pang of alarm but Faith dismissed it instantly. It would not be the first-time men had made suggestive comments to her and she did wish to get the job... 

“Avery,” she corrected herself. “I am a very hard worker. I will not do you wrong. I am honest, reliable—”

“And very comely,” he added again. 

Faith forced herself to keep the smile on her face. 

“I will be in touch with you through messenger,” he told her, rising from his chair. “I have one other applicant to interview.”

Disappointment surged through Faith’s body and she exhaled slowly. 

“I see,” she said, also standing to extend her hand. “I thank you for your time.”

Avery accepted her outstretched palm and squeezed it, causing her to look into his blue eyes with surprise. 

“I would hope that you and I could become good friends, Miss Lane. A girl who is new in Jarbridge could use friends, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yes,” she agreed quickly and suddenly, Faith was confused. She could not tell if Mr. Carver was being lecherous or attempting to court her. 

Imagine being courted by a manager of a fine hotel! 

He was attractive enough, even if he was shorter than her. Faith could certainly do worse by the way of a suitor. 

“It was a pleasure to meet you,” he told her, kissing her hand softly. 

“And you, Mr. Carver.”

“Avery,” he reminded her, a twinkle in his eye. 

“Avery,” she breathed, her cheeks flushing pink. Faith gathered her skirts and hurried from the office, unsure of what to make of what had happened. 

In the lobby, she saw several maids flocked about the front desk, chattering amongst themselves. They cast Faith curious looks as she passed by. 

“Have you come for an interview?” One called out to her and she paused, nodding. 

“I have,” she replied. “I hope to get word soon.”

A dark-haired girl tittered. 

“I am certain you will,” she replied, casting Faith a look up and down. “You are certainly pretty enough.”

Faith was uncertain if the words were meant to be flattering or insulting for the girl’s tone implied malice. 

“You need not mind Catherine,” a redhaired servant interjected, shooting the brunette a warning look. “We will put in a good word with Mr. Carver on your behalf.”

Gratefulness flooded Faith and she grinned. 

“I would be very thankful if you did.”

The door opened and a pinched face older woman entered, stalking up to the desk haughtily. 

“I have an interview with Mr. Carver,” she announced loudly to the concierge. 

The maids snickered and turned away. 

“If that is your competition,” Catherine whispered. “You certainly have the job.”

Faith was again consumed with confusion. 

“I do hope so. I haven’t experience in hotel work.”

“That is not the experience you require,” Catherine retorted. 

“We must return to work. What is your name?” the flame haired woman asked, casting Catherine a nasty look. 

“Faith Lane.”

“Well Faith Lane, I would say welcome to the Bromwell Hotel but you will soon see it is not as classy as you might think. Ladies?”

Before Faith could reply, the flock of maids followed their leader away from the lobby, leaving Faith to consider what had just occurred. 

Was that a warning or a greeting?

How strange was the town of Jarbridge. She hurried out of the hotel and nearly ran into a man on the porch. 

“Faith! What are you doing here?” Robbie asked, blinking in surprise. She stared at him, her mouth gaping slightly. 

“Robbie!” she cried, relief coloring her face. It was good to see someone she knew. 

“May I buy you a cup of tea?” he asked and his words were followed by a deep blush. Before she could answer, however, Avery Carver appeared on the veranda. 

“Ah! Miss Lane,” he called, ignoring Robert. “You have not yet left.”

“No, Mr. Carver. Is something wrong?”

“Not in the least. I have decided to offer you the position.”

Relief flooded Faith and she gaped at him in surprise. The other interviewee had not been in his office five minutes! 

“Do you accept?” Avery demanded when she did not answer immediately. 

“Yes!” she cried. “Oh, yes, thank you, Mr. Carver. When do I start?”

“You will meet with Miss Paula Handy at six o’clock tomorrow morning for uniform and training instruction. Do not be late.”

“I will not!” she agreed. “Thank you, sir!” 

He winked at her, still ignoring the miner who stood directly at his turned back. 

“I do hope I am not disappointed,” he told her quietly and Faith shook her head. 

“No, sir, you will not be.”

Avery strode away, leaving Robbie and Faith on the landing. 

“You have applied for a job here?” he asked gruffly, his face shadowing. 

“Yes and did you hear? I start tomorrow!”

“T-that is very nice, Faith. Congratulations. If you will excuse me...”

He moved away, leaving Faith staring after him in surprise. 

Not only is Jarbridge strange—Robbie Branson is also. 

~ ~ ~

“You seem quite distracted today, Robbie,” Arthur commented. “Is something the matter?”

Robbie sat back and looked at Arthur, his lips pursed. He desperately wanted to share his concerns with his new friend but he worried how it might look if he did. 

Could I merely be jealous or should I warn him that his sister is in peril working at the Bromwell?

It was not a solidly known fact, not one which he could back with proof but Robbie had good reason to believe that the maids who went to work for Mr. Carver quickly became much more than that, first with Mr. Carver and then to be used by the guests as he saw fit. 

It was all rumor, of course but it was a rumor which Arthur had a right to know about...did he not?

“Did you know Faith has been hired at the Bromwell Hotel?” he asked, deciding against his better judgement to voice his concerns. 

“Yes. She is a good girl, my sister. Always seeking an answer to my family’s problems. She started yesterday and she seems to have a twinkle in her eye. I’d say she is quite happy there.”

“I am happy to hear it,” Robbie said and turned back to his work, even though he was not sure he was. He could not shake the feeling that something terrible would befall Faith if she remained employed at the Bromwell but without proof...

“Why does that trouble you?” asked the astute Arthur, still watching him. “Are you aware of something which I am not?”

“No,” Robbie lied. “I was just wondering if you were aware.”

Arthur did not respond but Robbie could feel his eyes on him as he worked and the older man desperately wished he had not said anything. 

It was not my place to say anything, he told himself but Robbie knew that the matter would not be so simply closed. He was deeply connected to Faith, whether or not she could see it and he would not let anything happen to her at the hands of an unscrupulous hotel manager. 

~ ~ ~

“Miss Lane, please come in my office,” Avery Carver intoned. Faith turned to look at him in surprise, straightening from the bed she was making. 

“Is something the matter?” she asked. He scowled at her. 

“You would do better not to ask questions and do as you’re told,” he snapped, stalking away from the room. 

Faith cast her cleaning partner a worried look but Paula did not meet her gaze. 

“You best do as he says,” Paula muttered. Faith sighed and hurried to catch up with her boss, her pulse racing. It was only her third day and she was desperate to keep the job. It seemed that since starting, there had been a lot less fighting amongst her parents in their small house. Her father had even spoken of moving them into a bigger house if the income continued. 

If I lose this position, I cannot simply apply at another hotel. There are no others as nice as this one in Jarbridge. 

“Mr. Carver?” She rapped gently on the ajar door and he gestured for her to enter. 

“Close the door, Faith,” he ordered and she obliged quickly. 

“Is there a problem, sir?”

“What did I tell you?” he demanded, striding toward her and she blinked, unsure of what he meant. Her eyes widened and she shook her head. 

“About what, Mr. Carver?” she murmured, worry piercing her heart. “What have a done?”

To her shock, a lazy grin formed on his face and he reached up to cup her face with the smooth palm of his hand. 

“I told you, you must call me Avery when we are alone.”

Without warning, he leaned forward to press his lips to hers and Faith gasped. Instinctively, she backed away and he stared at her in surprise. 

“What? You don’t enjoy being kissed?”

“I...I...” she stuttered, unsure of how she felt about such a bold action. “I am not that kind of girl...Avery.”

His brow knit and he studied her pensively. 

“You do not permit men to court you? You are of marrying age, Faith.”

“C-court me?” Faith asked in disbelief. “You wish to court me?”

“Of course!” he laughed. “You are quite beautiful. Any man would be smitten with that fair face of yours.”

Faith gulped back the lump of nervousness in her throat and blinked. She could not help feeling cautious as he stared up at her, smiling eagerly, his hand still on her face. 

“I...” She thought about how much marrying a man like Avery Carver would benefit her family and even if he did not cause her heart to flutter with romance, Faith was smart enough to know that marriage was more than merely butterflies in her gut. 

“Yes,” she agreed slowly. “I accept your courtship.”

“Good!” he laughed and leaned in for another kiss which she permitted. He was not a good kisser, his lips sloppy on her face. 

“You understand, of course,” Avery said, stepping back to look at her. “That we must keep our relationship secret. You are still an employee of the Bromwell and I am your manager.”

“Oh.”

It had not occurred to her but she reasoned he spoke the truth. 

“You can keep it secret, can you not, Faith? You must not gossip to the other maids or even tell your family.”

“But...”

“But what?” he snapped, irritation coloring his face. “Would you like to be courted by me or wouldn’t you?”

“Yes, yes!” she agreed. “I...of course.”

She shoved aside her doubts and smiled at him. 

“All right. You may return to work but Faith, remember...”

She waited expectantly. 

“If you should tell others about this, I will steadfastly deny it and you will be without a job. No one will believe your word to mine.”

Her brow knit. It was a decidedly unromantic thing to say but she nodded slowly. 

“I will not tell a soul,” she vowed. 

“Good. You are dismissed.”

Faith left the office, her mind swimming as she tried to make sense of what had happened. If they could not speak publicly about their relationship, was it truly a courtship? How could it be? 

“Did you get the courtship
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