
C Lowry

Dandy Dude





  

  Copyright © 2025 by C Lowry


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        DANDY DUDE
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Five
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Six
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Seven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eight
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nine
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Ten
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eleven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twelve
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Thirteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Fourteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Fifteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Sixteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Seventeen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eighteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nineteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty One
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Five
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Six
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Seven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Eight
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Nine
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Thirty
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  DANDY DUDE

  
  







Chapter 1







The brass door knocker struck three times before the butler answered.

Lord William George, Fifth Earl of Addington, stood on the marble steps of the Ashworth mansion with rain dripping from his hat brim. Behind him, his valet Reeves held two worn leather cases—everything they owned that hadn’t been sold to creditors or left in England as collateral.

The butler’s face went slack when George handed him the calling card.

“Lord George to see Miss Claudia Ashworth,” George said. “We’re expected.”

The butler looked at the card, then at George’s mud-splattered boots, then past him to the hired carriage pulling away down Beacon Street. His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

“Perhaps you should speak with Mr. Ashworth, my lord.”

George’s jaw tightened—the only movement in his face. He’d crossed an ocean in steerage, sat three days in New York waiting for a train north, and ridden through a spring storm that turned his second-best coat into a soggy rag. The butler’s tone said everything before words could ruin it.

“I’ll speak with whoever’s available,” George said.

The butler stepped back. George entered, Reeves a shadow behind him, and they stood in a foyer that could swallow his family’s portrait gallery twice over. Gaslight flickered in crystal sconces. A staircase curved upward like a question mark. Oil paintings lined the walls—ships and senators and stern-faced men who’d made their fortunes in textiles or railroads or things George’s father would’ve called trade with a sniff.

George’s father had been dead three years. The sniffing hadn’t saved them.

Mr. Ashworth appeared from a side door, his vest straining across his middle, his face red as boiled ham. He stopped when he saw George. His hand went to his watch chain and stayed there.

“Lord George,” Ashworth said.

“Mr. Ashworth.” George removed his hat. Water pooled on the marble. “I apologize for my appearance. The roads from the station—”

“Claudia’s gone.”

The words hung in the foyer like smoke. George heard Reeves shift behind him, the leather cases creaking. Outside, rain hammered the windows. A clock somewhere struck four.

“Gone,” George said.

“Left yesterday morning.” Ashworth’s hand dropped from the watch chain. He looked at George the way men look at broken things they’d paid good money for. “Took the westbound train with that Chen girl. Left this.”

He held out an envelope. Cream-colored paper, George’s name in a woman’s careful hand. The wax seal was broken—Ashworth had read it first.

George took it. The paper was thick, expensive. He opened it while Ashworth watched, his boots squeaking on the wet marble.

Lord George—

I will not be purchased like a mare at auction, no matter how fine the buyer’s pedigree. You need funds. I need freedom from a father who thinks daughters are currency. We both lose if I stay.

My apologies for the wasted journey.

—C. Ashworth

George folded the letter once, twice, creasing it with his thumbnail. He looked up. Ashworth was studying him the way George’s creditors had studied the furniture at Addington Hall—calculating value, judging what could be salvaged.

“My daughter is headstrong,” Ashworth said. “Her mother was too, God rest her. Claudia got ideas from those damned dime novels she reads. Buffalo Bill and Calamity Jane and—”

“Where did she go?” George asked.

Ashworth blinked. “West. I told you. The train west.”

“Where west?”

“Chicago, I expect. Maybe St. Louis. She’s got her mother’s jewelry, enough money to cause trouble.” Ashworth’s face went redder. “You’ll want to return to England, I suppose. I’ll cover your passage, naturally. The arrangement—”

“Is still in place,” George said.

Ashworth stopped talking. In the silence, the clock struck the quarter hour. Reeves coughed softly.

“My lord,” Reeves said. “Perhaps we should—”

“Book passage west,” George said. He didn’t look at his valet. “Whatever train leaves soonest. Two tickets, second class.”

“Now see here,” Ashworth said. “Claudia’s made her choice. She’s twenty-four years old and stubborn as a mule. You chase her west, she’ll just run further. Girl’s got romantic notions about the frontier, thinks it’s all cowboys and adventure. She’ll come home when the money runs out or the reality sets in.”

George put his hat back on. Water dripped from the brim onto Ashworth’s marble floor, making small dark circles.

“My father lost our estate through romantic notions,” George said. “He died believing honor mattered more than ledgers. I spent three years watching creditors catalog our paintings and furniture and land. My mother—” He stopped. Started again. “My mother sits in one wing of Addington Hall because that’s all we can afford to heat. She eats whatever Cook can make from what the kitchen garden provides. She wears dresses from before I was born because we sold everything else.”

Ashworth’s mouth worked but nothing came out.

“I gave my word,” George said. “I’ll find your daughter. I’ll fulfill the arrangement. And I’ll save my family’s name.”

He turned toward the door. Reeves grabbed the cases and followed.

“You’re a damned fool,” Ashworth called after them.

George stopped, his hand on the door handle. He looked back over his shoulder.

“Yes,” he said. “My father was too. But he never broke his word.”

Outside, the rain had stopped. Steam rose from the street. George stood on the steps and looked at Boston spreading before him—brick buildings and church spires and beyond them, somewhere past the horizon, a train carrying Claudia Ashworth west into country he’d only read about in books.

Reeves set the cases down.

“My lord,” he said. “We have forty-seven dollars between us. Chicago is—”

“I know what Chicago is,” George said.

A carriage clattered past, splashing through puddles. George watched it disappear around the corner. He pulled Claudia’s letter from his pocket and read it again. We both lose if I stay. The handwriting was confident, each letter formed with precision. This wasn’t the scrawl of someone frightened or uncertain. This was someone who’d made a choice and meant to keep it.

“Reeves,” George said.

“My lord?”

“Have you ever tracked game?”

“Pheasant and deer, my lord. On your father’s estate, before—”

“This won’t be different,” George said. “Just longer distance.”

Reeves picked up the cases. “And if we find her and she refuses to return?”

George looked at his valet. Reeves had been with the family since George was twelve—had fought Zulus at Rorke’s Drift, come home with a limp and a scar, and watched the estate crumble around them. He’d stood at George’s father’s funeral and hadn’t flinched when George told him there was no money for wages. Just stayed on, quiet and steady, because some men understood duty the way others understood breathing.

“Then we’ll have tried,” George said.

He descended the steps. Behind them, the Ashworth mansion rose like a monument to everything George’s father had failed to build—new money, American money, money that didn’t care about titles or honor or anything except what it could buy.

George needed that money. His mother needed it. Addington Hall needed it.

But first, he needed to find a woman who didn’t want to be found.

“The train station,” he told Reeves.

They walked into the evening with their cases and their last forty-seven dollars, hunting a ghost across a continent neither of them had ever seen.
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Claudia Ashworth pressed her forehead against the train window and watched Massachusetts blur into memory.

The glass was cold. Outside, telegraph poles flicked past like matchsticks, fields rolled toward horizons she’d only seen in paintings, and somewhere behind them—hours behind now, she hoped—Boston was waking to the scandal she’d left in her wake.

“You’re crying,” Sarah Chen said.

Claudia touched her cheek. Her glove came away damp.

“I’m not.”

“Your face is leaking water. What do you call that?”

“Condensation.” Claudia wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “From the window.”

Sarah set down her book—some botanical text her father had sent from San Francisco, thick as a Bible and twice as dull. She leaned across the narrow space between their seats. The second-class car rattled around them, half-empty this early in the morning. An old woman three rows up snored. A drummer with a sample case sprawled across from them, dead to the world.

“We can still go back,” Sarah said.

“No.”

“Your father will forgive you. Mine has forgiven worse.”

“Has he forgiven you for existing?” Claudia asked.

Sarah’s smile went tight at the corners. She had her mother’s eyes—almond-shaped, dark as river stones—and her father’s English cheekbones. Railroad money bought a lot of things, but it didn’t buy acceptance in Boston parlors. Sarah Chen was too Chinese for the Americans and too American for the Chinese, which made her perfect for Claudia, who’d always been too much of everything herself.

“Point taken,” Sarah said. She picked up her book again, then set it down. “But your father isn’t sending you to marry an English lord you’ve never met.”

“He is. He did. That’s why we’re on this train.”

“And what happens when we reach Chicago?”

Claudia pulled an envelope from her reticule. The paper was wrinkled from handling, the ink smudged where her palm had rested. She’d written it three times—once angry, once apologetic, once with the cold precision her father used in his business letters. The third version was the one she’d left.

“I told him I wouldn’t be purchased,” Claudia said. “That Lord George—whoever he is—needs our money and I need freedom from being bartered like livestock.”

“You used those words? Purchased and bartered?”

“And livestock. And auction.”

Sarah whistled low. “Your father must’ve turned purple.”

“I don’t care what color he turned.” Claudia folded the envelope. Unfolded it. Her hands needed work or they’d shake. “I left before dawn. Took Mother’s jewelry—the pieces she left me, not the ones Father gave her. Enough to live on for months if I’m careful. By the time Father reads that letter, we’ll be halfway to Chicago.”

The train whistle shrieked. They plunged into a tunnel, and the world went black except for the oil lamps swaying in their brackets. Claudia’s reflection stared back at her from the dark window—pale face, brown hair coming loose from its pins, twenty-four years old and running like a thief.

They burst into daylight. Hills rose on either side, still patched with late spring snow.

“What’s in Chicago?” Sarah asked.

“I don’t know.”

“After Chicago?”

“St. Louis, maybe. Then Santa Fe. I read about it in Harper’s Weekly—adobe buildings and mountains and sky that goes on forever.”

“You read about it,” Sarah said. “In a magazine. In Boston. While sitting in your father’s parlor.”

Claudia turned from the window. “What’s your point?”

“My point is that magazines lie. My mother told me about the camps where they built the railroads—Chinese men dying in snow or heat, paid half what white men got, buried in graves nobody marked. Harper’s Weekly didn’t write about that. They wrote about progress and civilization and golden spikes.”

“This is different.”

“How?”

Claudia opened her mouth. Closed it. Through the window, a farmhouse slid past—white clapboard, red barn, chickens scratching in the yard. A woman stood in the doorway holding a baby, watching the train pass. For a moment, their eyes met.

Then the farmhouse was gone.

“I don’t know how it’s different,” Claudia said. “I just know I can’t marry a man I’ve never met because my father needs to move money around like chess pieces. I can’t sit in parlors for the rest of my life drinking tea and pretending I don’t have thoughts of my own.”

“You could’ve said no. Stayed home. Refused.”

“And then what? He’d cut off my allowance. I’d live in his house on his sufferance, getting older and more unmarriageable by the year, until I became the spinster daughter who runs church socials and tends to nieces and nephews. I’ve seen it happen. That’s not living. That’s waiting to die.”

Sarah pulled a sandwich from her bag—bread and cheese, wrapped in brown paper. She broke it in half and offered Claudia a piece. They ate in silence while the train clattered west.

“You know he’ll send someone after you,” Sarah said.

“Father? He’s too busy. Too much pride to admit his daughter ran.”

“Not your father. The Englishman. What was his name?”

“Lord William George, Fifth Earl of something. Addington? I didn’t pay attention.”

“Men like that don’t give up easy. Not when money’s involved.”

Claudia crumpled the paper wrapping into a ball. “Let him come. By the time he figures out I’m gone, we’ll be in Chicago. By the time he reaches Chicago, we’ll be in St. Louis. He’ll give up. Go home. Tell Father the arrangement fell through.”

“And if he doesn’t give up?”

The old woman three rows up snorted and woke herself, blinking around the car like she’d forgotten where she was. The drummer shifted in his sleep, his sample case sliding toward the floor. Outside, the landscape was opening up—fewer trees, more sky, land that looked like it went on forever in shades of brown and green.

Claudia folded her hands in her lap. “Then he’s a fool. And I’ll tell him so to his face.”

Sarah smiled. “I’d pay to see that.”

“You won’t have to. You’ll be right there beside me.”

“Wouldn’t miss it.” Sarah opened her botanical text, found her place, settled in like she planned to read until Chicago. Then she looked up. “Claudia?”

“Yes?”

“Your father’s letter. The one you left. Did you sign it with your full name?”

“Of course. Claudia Ashworth.”

“Not Miss Claudia Ashworth? Not daughter of—?”

“Just my name.” Claudia frowned. “Why?”

Sarah tapped the book’s cover. “Because when you sign just your name, no title, no relation—that’s how men sign letters. That’s how my father signs letters to his business partners. Like equals.”

Claudia turned back to the window. Her reflection stared back, clearer now in the morning light. Same face. Same brown hair. But something in the eyes looked different—harder, maybe, or just more awake.

“Good,” she said.

The train whistle blew again, long and mournful. They rattled over a bridge, water rushing beneath them, dark and fast and cold. Claudia watched it disappear behind them and didn’t look back.

In Boston, her father would be reading the letter now. In England—wherever England was from here, across an ocean she’d never seen—Lord William George probably didn’t even know she existed yet. Probably still thought he was coming to Boston to marry a grateful girl who’d trade her freedom for a title.

Let him come. Let him cross the ocean and knock on her father’s door and find nothing but an empty parlor and a letter that said no.

She pressed her hand against the window. The glass hummed with the train’s rhythm—forward, forward, forward, away from everything she’d known and toward something she couldn’t name yet.

“Sarah?” she said.

“Mm?”

“Thank you. For coming with me.”

Sarah didn’t look up from her book. “Thank you for asking. My father’s house was getting boring.”

They smiled at each other. The train carried them west into morning, two women running from different things toward the same uncertain future.

Behind them, the sun rose over Boston.

Ahead, Chicago waited—stockyards and smoke, a city that ate men whole and spit them out changed.

Claudia smoothed her skirt and watched America scroll past her window, wild and huge and nothing like the magazines had promised.
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Three months earlier. England.

George stood in the portrait gallery while Mr. Whitmore counted his ancestors.

“The Fourth Earl,” Whitmore said, pointing with his pencil at a gilt frame the size of a doorway. “Painted by Reynolds, I believe? That’s two thousand pounds at auction. Perhaps more if we find the right buyer.”

George’s hands stayed clasped behind his back. The March wind rattled the windows. Rain streaked the glass, turning the parkland outside into grey smears.

“The Third Earl and his family.” Whitmore moved to the next painting. Pencil scratched paper. “Gainsborough. Call it three thousand. The Second Earl—is that a Kneller? Hard to tell in this light. Your father really should have maintained the gas lines to this wing.”

“My father was dead,” George said.

Whitmore looked up from his ledger. He was forty, thin as a knife blade, with spectacles that caught the dim light and hid his eyes. He’d arrived at dawn with two assistants and a lockbox full of documents—liens and notes and debts going back ten years.

“Quite right, Lord George. My apologies.” He turned back to the paintings. “Still, these should fetch a good price. The frames alone are worth—”

“You’re not taking the portraits.”

The pencil stopped moving. In the silence, George heard rain tapping the windows, floorboards creaking in the empty hall, his mother’s voice somewhere distant giving instructions to Cook about dinner—what could be made from turnips and yesterday’s bread.

“Lord


















































































































