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      March 1, 1887–New Orleans

      

      Lena would never get used to the opulence of her mother’s home. The mansion was not what she was used to back at the Oakfield School in Connecticut. She checked her hair in the mirror attached to the bureau in her room before heading downstairs for luncheon.

      As she reached the end of the hall, a knock sounded on the front door. From the top of the curved staircase, Lena watched her mother’s bald, a black butler, Thaddeus, answer the door.

      “May I help you?” asked Thaddeus.

      “I’m Robert Drummond. May I come in?”

      She heard a man’s voice and descended the stairs. A tall, powerfully built man with dark hair, graying at the temples, stood on the veranda, holding his black bowler hat. Beyond him she saw a horse-drawn carriage and the uniformed driver waiting at the bottom of the terraced walkway that was shaded by the large magnolia trees she so loved. She only wished it was later in the year for she missed their unique lemony smell.

      “Miss Mellisande is not here at the moment. If you’ll leave your card, I’ll tell her you called.”

      “I didn’t come to see Mellisande. I came to see Miss Helena DuBois.”

      “I’ll deal with this man, Thaddeus. Thank you.”

      “Yes, Miss Helena.”

      The butler dipped his head and then left down the corridor.

      Lena finished descending the stairs and then turned to the stranger.

      With a raised eyebrow, she thought that formal name had never fit her, but she said, “I’m Helena DuBois, however I’m not in my mother’s business. You’ll have to come back later to see her.” She tried to close the door, but he put his hand out stopping her.

      “I’m not here for that kind of business, Helena. Please let me in so we aren’t discussing this matter on the porch.”

      Porch. He was definitely from the North, but exactly where she couldn’t discern from his accent.

      Lena wasn’t alone in the house, so she let the man in. “Very well. Follow me please.”

      She led the way to the library, down the hall carpeted with thick oriental rugs. He followed her and closed the door behind them.

      “Would you care to sit?”

      She waved her hand toward the brocade upholstered sofa and green damask covered overstuffed chairs that stood in front of the fireplace. Lena loved the ornately hand-painted chintz draperies hanging on the tall windows that formed one wall of the room.

      He sat in one damask chairs, and Lena sat in the other a long, low table between them.

      “Helena, as I said my name is Robert Drummond and what I’m about to tell you will come as a shock. But your mother and I have talked and decided that it’s time that you know.”

      He paused and took a deep breath.

      “I’m your father.”

      Father. All this time she’d longed for a father. Had missed out on things like the father-daughter dances that the other girls at her school had attended. If she’d been standing, Lena might have collapsed. As it was, she simply tightened her hand on the padded chair arm and hoped the man couldn’t see her shake within the chair. “That can’t be. My mother would have told me if my father was alive.”

      “I can understand your reluctance to believe me, but it is the truth. I should have let Mellisande accompany me. She wanted to, you know, but I wanted to tell you myself, vain person that I am.”

      He turned his hat over and over on his lap.

      “I thought sure you’d be happy about the news. Look, I’m a well-known businessman and couldn’t have my relationship with your mother known within certain circles. When you were two, we decided I should remarry and when you were six, we sent you away to school to shield you from your mother’s business. One of your classmates, Eric Rappaport, is my stepson. Do you remember him?”

      Lena’s breath caught in her throat at that news. She sat straighter, glad she was sitting on the chair. “That’s true,” she nodded. “I do remember Eric. He was totally obnoxious and mean to me the whole time we were at school together. Does he know about this, too? That you’re supposed to be my father.”

      Robert sat forward on his chair. “I’m afraid he does. He overheard me telling my wife, his mother, of your existence. I wanted to take care of you and did the best I could. Now, though, you’re of an age that you must marry and have children of your own. I’ve found a suitable man back in New York. One of my business partners, actually. Your mother’s association to you will never be known.”

      Anger gave Lena strength, and she stood, back straight. She would not show any softness toward him, no matter how much she wanted to have a father. He could be a complete liar. But he wouldn’t have known those things about me if he wasn’t who he said he is. “You propose to tell me that you’re my father and I must marry someone you have chosen for me, all in few minutes. Are you out of your mind?”

      “No. You are an adult now and need to take on adult responsibilities.”

      She couldn’t believe his arrogance and she didn’t need a stranger’s help in securing a husband. She would remain calm, just like she did when the children she taught were getting rambunctious.

      “I’ll pick my own husband.”

      “Listen to me Helena—”

      “My name is Lena and I refuse to be dictated to by a stranger. Please leave.” She pulled the cord for Thaddeus.

      The library door opened and Thaddeus entered. He was not just a butler, but also her mother’s bodyguard. Lena had no fear when he was near. “You rang, Miss Lena?”

      “Yes, Thaddeus. Please show out this gentleman.”

      “I’ll leave now, Helena,” Robert donned his hat. “But I’ll be back in two weeks and I expect you to be ready to come with me to New York.

      “Please leave, Mr. Drummond, before I have Thaddeus hail a police officer.”

      “As you wish.” Drummond was not a happy man, but he stood and left through the door that Thaddeus held open. “I can find my own way out.”

      Lena shook all over. Never would she marry some man her mother, or her newly discovered father, had chosen for her. Her mother had tried before to get her to marry. Lena was shamed by Mellisande’s business and might hate herself sometimes because of that shame, but she hadn’t fallen so far that she would allow her mother to choose a husband for her. She hadn’t before when Mellisande wanted her to, so why would her mother think that she would now? How could they tell her all of this at once and expect her to acquiesce to their demand? First she had a father, and second, she was supposed to marry some strange man, not of her choosing. That had been the problem last time. She hadn’t chosen the man. Her mother had. This was no different and she would not stand for it.

      She dropped into one of the large overstuffed chairs in front of the empty fireplace, making sure it was not the one her father had sat in. Grabbing the paper from the coffee table she flipped through the pages looking for a special advertisement. One she’d heard whispered about by her teacher friends at school when they wanted to marry.

      Finally she found it and read to remind herself of the details.

      Women wanted. Matchmaker & Co in Golden, Colorado is recruiting women with the object of marriage to one of their thoroughly screened bachelors. These men are farmers, ranchers, miners, and of other occupations that are desirous of marriage and family. Contact Mrs. Maggie Black, with your photograph and the type of man you are looking for.

      This was perfect. She could choose a husband far away from both New York and New Orleans. Her parents would never find her and she’d finally lead her own life as she saw fit.

      Rather than write Mrs. Black, she would go to Golden and visit the office directly. She had the money saved, almost one thousand dollars. That would see her through until she got to her husband, whoever he might be.

      She was only visiting Mellisande and did not feel any allegiance to her mother to let her know she was leaving. In fact that was the last thing she wanted to do. She packed two valises—one with everyday dresses, and one with under garments, perfume, hankies, and anything else she could cram inside.

      Her feeling of elation was odd. She was finally making her own decisions. And it felt good.

      She quietly left the house carrying the bags and without alerting the servants. Then she hailed a cab and directed the driver to take her to the train station. There she purchased the tickets for the five-day trip that would get her to Golden. The train wouldn’t be leaving for several hours.

      After she got her tickets, she bought three box lunches from a woman selling them for fifty cents each. She got a paper bag from another vendor for a nickel. She carefully put the apples, cheese and chicken sandwiches into the bag, along with two loaves of bread she’d bought from another woman for a quarter. There were many people selling food and water at the station. They knew the train didn’t stop for hours and there was no dining car on most of the trains she would be riding on.

      Finally the train was ready for boarding and Lena made her way to the conductor with her ticket and baggage.

      “Would you like to check those bags, miss?” asked the conductor as he took her ticket.

      “Oh, no thank you. I’m changing trains several times and in the interest of expediency, I’ll keep them with me.” She wanted to be able to leave and run anytime she needed to. Constantly keeping vigil for anyone that looked like they might have been sent by her mother and following her.

      He smiled. “Very well, miss.”

      Lena took the Southern Pacific Railroad to Ft. Worth, Texas, where she changed to the Union Pacific Railroad to Denver. From there she rode the Colorado Central Railroad into Golden.

      She saw landscapes unlike anything she’d ever seen in Connecticut and certainly not in New Orleans, from the lush foliage of New Orleans, the prairie of Texas might as well have been desert, and then through the New Mexico Territory, traveling along the rolling countryside with mountains to the west and prairie to the east. When she reached Golden, nestled against the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, she thought she might have entered a different but beautiful country. The town itself was small but bustling with farmers, ranchers and miners from the gold mines to the west in Central City.

      It took her five full days to travel from New Orleans to Golden, where she arrived on March 6th. Lena was so tired and sore from sitting up while trying to sleep and not being able to change clothes at all during the trip. Her corset felt as though it had melded with her skin and she was almost afraid to take it off.

      She found Matchmaker & Co’s offices and entered a room that was sparsely furnished. Lena set her bags against the wall just inside the door. The room contained a desk in the center, file cabinets behind the desk, a potbellied stove in the right corner of the rear wall with a pot of coffee emitting the heavenly smell that assaulted her when she entered. A door was situated in the left corner of the same wall.

      Windows on either side of the bright blue front door lent light to the room, as did a window on the wall to her left. A lovely redheaded woman with vibrant green eyes glanced at the bags Lena left by the door and then came forward her hand extended in greeting.

      “Are you Mrs. Black?” Lena shook the offered hand.

      “Yes, I’m Maggie Black. Please come in and sit. Where have you traveled from Miss…”

      Lena sat and was glad to have finally arrived at her destination. “DuBois. Helena DuBois, but everyone calls me Lena.”

      “Very well, Lena. Where are you from?”

      “I’ve come from New Orleans and I’m looking for a husband. I spent the last five years teaching at The Oakbridge School in Connecticut. I left that position at the end of last term and was visiting my mother in New Orleans. I do have references from the school if you would like to see them.”

      “In a moment. You appear to have come here directly from the train. Wouldn’t you like to refresh yourself and have a cup of coffee and perhaps a cookie? You must be famished. I know what the food at those train stops are like, unless you happen to get to a Harvey House.”

      “Actually, I did visit one in Albuquerque. The restaurant was wonderful. The food was hot and delicious and they served it fast so we didn’t miss the train.”

      “Good. Now I have coffee and molasses cookies that I’m sure will please you.”

      Lena eyed the coffee pot on the potbellied stove and thought of the cookies. Her mouth began to water. “Yes, I would love both. Do you have someplace where I can clean up and remove the last two days of ashes and other grime?”

      “Certainly. A bathroom is behind that door. Help yourself.” Mrs. Black pointed at a bright blue door that matched the entry one. Inside was a sink with a water pump, a stack of washcloths, and a towel. In the corner was a hamper for the used linen. “The outhouse is out back,” called Mrs. Black.

      Lena returned shortly after having washed her hands and face. For the first time in days, she felt truly refreshed.

      Mrs. Black sat behind her desk reading something in a folder that she closed when Lena returned.

      “Please sit, Miss DuBois.” She pointed at the wooden chair in front of her desk. “Now, why are you looking to be a mail-order bride? Honesty will serve best here, that way I can help you find your best match.”

      Lena told her the whole story. She didn’t even leave out the shameful fact that her mother ran a bordello or that it was the most famous house of ill repute in New Orleans.

      “I see. Well, Lena, I believe I can help you. I have several men that could be a good match. There is a farmer in Kansas and a rancher in Colorado, but I also have a blacksmith in Homestead Canyon, in the Wyoming Territory, who I think would be perfect. His name is John Thorpe. Here is his photograph.”

      She handed Lena a tintype picture of a man with dark hair and beard. He wore a dark suit jacket and pants with a white shirt and held a hat with a wide brim and flat crown.

      Mrs. Black reached in the folder and brought out a single sheet of paper. “He is looking for a woman of good moral character. I believe that is you. You’ve avoided your mother’s business and are refusing to be chattel for your father. I personally like that.”

      “Mrs. Black, thank you. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      “Call me Maggie. You’re a resourceful woman. You would have found a solution. But I have to ask… you’re fleeing a marriage to one unknown man and pursuing marriage with another. Why?”

      “Because this is my choice. I’m not having anyone foisted on me. At least I’ve seen Mr. Thorpe and your company has checked him out. I know he’s not going to abuse me and he’s not a drunkard. I know more about him than I do the man my father, assuming he was telling the truth, wanted me to marry.”

      “Very well.” Maggie leaned her elbows on her desk and steepled her fingers. “I’ll inform Mr. Thorpe that you will be coming his way. I suggest you purchase appropriate clothing before you leave. You’ll need clothes for cold weather. A good wool coat, boots, wool dresses, skirts and blouses. As well as boots for the winter you’ll need sturdy leather boots for everyday wear when there is no snow on the ground. Would you care to write Mr. Thorpe yourself? He has sent a bank draft that will cover your train tickets to Hanover in the Wyoming Territory. He will meet you there where you will marry. Then the trip to Homestead Canyon is two days ride from there.”

      “Oh, yes, please. I would love to write Mr. Thorpe.”

      Maggie got a pen, ink and paper out of one of her desk drawers.

      “Here you go. Compose your letter. I’ll post it with mine.

      “Thank you.”

      

      March 6, 1887

      Dear Mr. Thorpe:

      My name is Helena DuBois. I am twenty-three years old. I was raised in Connecticut, consider myself to be of high moral character and am looking for that attribute in the man that I marry. As to my background, my father is a very successful New York businessman and well respected.

      Having just finished five years as a teacher at the boarding school I attended from the time I was six, I am now ready for a home and family of my own.

      A man of equally high standards as my own, is the person I seek to marry and you, I believe, are that person. I want someone who would help to raise any children we have in a moral and Godly manner.

      To that end, I accept your proposal of marriage and will travel to Homestead Canyon after I make a few purchases for our new home. I also must get clothing more in line with the weather there. I understand that your winters and springs can be quite cold. I’ve been in New Orleans for the last six months and it may take me some time to acclimate myself again to the cold and snow.

      Mrs. Black has told me that I can take the train to Hanover, which she tells me is the closest I can get to Homestead Canyon. It is my understanding we will be married in Hanover before leaving on the two-day journey by wagon to Homestead Canyon, to our home.

      I look forward to meeting you and to the beginning of our life together.

      Sincerely,

      Lena DuBois

      She read over the letter, sanded it and then handed it to Maggie Black for posting.

      Maggie added Lena’s letter to the envelope she’d addressed to Mr. Thorpe.

      I’m very glad for my savings. I’ll need to spend some of it on new, warmer clothes since I left most of my wardrobe packed in crates at mother’s. I also want to purchase  things for the house to make it more homey. “Where can I buy clothing and perhaps some things for the house? I most definitely need a heavier coat and a traveling suit. I do have money, so that won’t be a problem.”

      “My letter will take approximately ten days to get to Mr. Thorpe and another ten days for his response to be returned. I suggest renting a room at the Astor House here in Golden and then take the horse drawn-trolley or the train back to Denver and shop at the Denver Dry Goods, Co. They will have everything you need.”

      “Thank you. I will.”

      Lena had all of her savings, more than one thousand dollars. She had one hundred in her reticule, another four hundred in cash, sewn into the hem of her favorite pink dress and the rest, five hundred and seventy-one dollars in the form of a bank draft in the bottom of her valise.

      First, she found the Astor House and took a room for the next three weeks. The first thing she did was order a bath. Having a hot bath for the first time in days felt like a luxury. After her bath, she realized she was exhausted. She knew she should dress and go out for dinner, but sleep sounded ever so much better. Putting on her nightgown she crawled between the cool, white sheets and was asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow.

      The next morning she felt revived and ready to greet the world. She had breakfast in a nearby restaurant and walked back to the train station to board the train for Denver. The horse-drawn trolley would take about two hours to get to Denver from Golden whereas the train would only take twenty minutes. She wanted as much time as possible to shop and make her choices. Lena knew that she’d have to live with them for a long time.

      The store was in the middle of town on Sixteenth and California streets. Excited, Lena loved to shop, but shopping with purpose was best. She thought her shopping trip would likely take a good chunk of the money she’d saved. She intended to buy clothes for every occasion and books. She couldn’t do without some of her favorite novels. What else would she do at night after dinner? She didn’t know how to knit or crochet, just didn’t have the patience that was needed to do the job well.

      She wore the heavy wool coat, gloves and fur hat out of the store along with the warm rabbit fur-lined boots. The rest she put in the trunks and arranged for their delivery to the Astor house.

      The boarding house was quite nice and, she thought, very reasonably priced. The owner of the establishment had installed a bathtub and charged everyone, boarders or not, twenty-five cents per bath. A room rented for one dollar and fifty cents per day and included meals. It was rumored that the owner made more profit from the bathtub than the room rentals.

      Lena constantly looked over her shoulder. Fear gripped her whenever she left the Astor House. What if they found her before she could leave for Homestead Canyon? The longer she stayed here the more likely her father or mother could find her, assuming they were actually looking. Regardless, she wanted to be gone and get to Wyoming.

      Back at the boarding house, Lena admitted she was excited to meet Mr. Thorpe. Mrs. Black had given her the letter he’d written asking for a bride. In it he described himself, though Lena knew from the photograph that he was a handsome man. According to his letter he had black hair and blue eyes, all his teeth and good eyesight. He was a blacksmith by trade, owned his own business and home and was looking for a wife of good moral character.

      Lena knew she was of good moral character. Her parents might not be, but Lena was. She was not her mother. That was the one good thing Mellisande had done. By sending away Lena, she kept the stigma of the bordello from reaching her daughter.
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        * * *

      

      Lena’s time at the Astor House was almost up. She supposed she could go to a day-by-day rental, but she’d rather know when she was taking the train to the Wyoming Territory.

      Finally, Maggie Black sent for her.

      Lena put on her coat and boots and hurried down the hill to the office.

      “We’ve gotten a response from Mr. Thorpe. He would like it very much if you would marry him.”

      Maggie handed Lena the missive.

      The handwriting was very nice as was the first one. Unusual she thought, because every other man she knew had terrible handwriting.

      Lena pressed the letter to her chest and grinned at Maggie.

      “You did it, Maggie. He wants me. I’ll soon be Mrs. John Thorpe.”

      “Lena,” Maggie said gently. “I know I shouldn’t be asking this as it will sound like I’m discouraging business, but my curiosity has gotten the better of me. Why didn’t you just go to another town and start a new life? You’re a beautiful woman. Why I know women who would kill to have the pale blonde hair and blue eyes like yours.”

      “I want to be married. I want to be wanted and John already wants me. More than anything I need to be far enough away from New Orleans that my mother will never find me. No one who knows her would ever go to a place like Homestead Canyon. I’ll be safe.”
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        * * *

      

      March 8, 1887–The DuBois Mansion – New Orleans

      

      “Mellisande, my love, come back to bed.”

      From where she stood at the window, she looked over at Robert. He was the most vibrant person she knew. Strong and robust and hers. “I cannot darling. Our Helena is out there somewhere. Alone.”

      “I should have waited and told her with you present. I scared her with talk of a marriage and telling her I’m her father. The information was too much all at once. This entire situation is my fault. I’ve hired the Pinkerton Detective Agency to find her. If anyone can they will.”

      Mellisande stepped away from the window and walked back to the bed.

      Robert held up the blankets.

      She crawled in, scooting next to him and cuddled into his warmth. “Do you think Helena will believe we got married six years ago? She’ll wonder why we didn’t tell her.”

      “We are only trying to protect her, from the vicious gossip that would have ensued if we told anyone.”

      “I know that, but will our daughter see it that way? She is very resentful of me and what I do. She will wonder why I continue my business.”

      “Something I have asked you many times before.”

      She leaned up and turned to look at his face. “You know that I won’t be dependent on anyone, including you, my love. I protect my girls, and I won’t abandon them.”

      He hugged her.

      “I understand, but that doesn’t mean I’ll stop asking you to sell it and move to New York.”

      “You could always leave New York and move to New Orleans.”

      He laughed. “For the past thirty years, we have this conversation every time I’m here. It’s a good thing I love you.”

      “And I you.” She rested against his chest, her fingers curling in the dusting of hair. “When will you know about Helena?”

      “It could be as soon as next week and maybe not for months. It will depend on how much our daughter wishes to hide. She’s a smart woman.”

      “I feared you would say that.”

      Mellisande could not hold back her tears. “I’m so afraid for her. She is very naïve. She’s never been out in the world alone, always sheltered by the school.”

      “I know but she is our daughter. She will be fine and when we find her we’ll bring her home.”

      “I hope so.” She rested against him and couldn’t help but worry for her only child.
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