
        
            
                
            
        

    
As Elizabeth stepped back, a hand was clamped over her mouth.

“If you call out now, I’m dead for sure,” Sean Jameson said in her ear.

Elizabeth began to squirm frantically, but he held her tight.

“Settle down. If you promise you won’t yell for the servants, I’ll set you free.”

Elizabeth stopped struggling.

Sean’s arms fell away, and she whirled to face him. “How dare you sneak into my house and scare me like that?” she demanded in a whisper.

“Are you saying I should have come to the door and called like a gentleman? I’ve tried that before, and I’m thinking you’ll remember the reception I got for my trouble.”

“So you hid in my room because you wanted to see me?” she asked, her anger fading. “For a few stolen minutes, you would take such a chance? How did you know I wouldn’t call for help when I found it was you?” she continued, lifting her hand to touch his cheek.

“I didn’t know,” he said huskily. “I hoped....” He stared down at her for a long moment, and then he gathered her fiercely into his arms.
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Chapter 1

Autumn, 1870

 

Elizabeth Langdon clutched her hat as the coach wheels hit a rut and she was jostled in her seat. For the most part, the journey to Langdon from her Aunt Dorothea’s house in Wynnewood had been smooth and uneventful. But as soon as they had begun to traverse the coal patch surrounding her father’s mine, the carriage had started to rock and plunge like the wooden hobbyhorse she’d had as a child. The road was gouged and pitted like the surface of an orange peel. Elizabeth frowned as she shot out of her seat once more, gasping. She hadn’t remembered that the road was this bad.

But then she hadn’t been back to Langdon in a long time.

She didn’t really think of the town as “home,” since she had not been raised there. She had been sent to live with her aunt when she was only two, just after her mother had died. Then, her father had not wanted to be burdened with her and sought only to keep her well maintained and out of his hair. Consequently she felt almost a newcomer to the valley where she was born.

She peered out of the isinglass window to her left at the sagging shanties, the hanging laundry begrimed with coal dust, the ragged children running past with sooty faces and scabby knees. Occasionally a woman attired in a long drab skirt and a fringed shawl looked up from washing clothes in a tub or hoeing a struggling garden. She would glance curiously at the carriage from the main house, wondering who was inside.

There were no men around; they were either down in the mine or sleeping until the next shift.

Elizabeth drew back from the window, vaguely ashamed to be seen. She’d been at school for six years, taking her vacations at her aunt’s house and seeing her father infrequently. She hadn’t been here since she was fourteen, and then only briefly. Had things worsened so much since then, or had she simply been too immersed in her own world to notice the poverty?

Suddenly the ride evened out. She knew before she looked that they were starting the ascent to her father’s house at the top of the hill. The drive was level and smooth all the way to the front door and around to the carriage house behind it, just as she recalled. The house was virtually unchanged, also, looming in gingerbread splendor over the town spread out below it. She knew that from the window seat in her bedroom she could see the breastworks of the mine shafts, the straggling alleys where the miners lived and the two wooden buildings they used for worship—Catholic for the Irish and Protestant for the Welsh.

When she was visiting at the house, she and her father had attended the Church of England services in Pottstown, six miles away.

Elizabeth straightened her hat and checked the pins in the bun at the back of her neck. Then she settled her traveling cape on her shoulders and took the lap robe off her knees and put it aside on the seat.

She would soon have her first interview with her father, and she was nervous about it. She had completed the course at Miss Taylor’s finishing school in Philadelphia the previous May, and then had spent the summer with her aunt. Ten days ago, at the beginning of September, her father had summoned her home. He explained in a businesslike letter that since she was grown and educated now he expected her to take her place as mistress of his house. It was clear that he also expected her to find a husband from among the young men he considered suitable. His letter had conveyed, with little subtlety, the message that he considered her old enough to be married and thought that serving as his hostess would introduce her to the propertied families in the area.

Elizabeth had many private objections to this plan, but she knew better than to confront her father directly. She saw him as a stern, distant authority figure whose sole function was to step into her life at various times and issue orders: this church for his daughter, that school, such and such a milliner and ladies’ shop and bootery on Revere Lane in Philadelphia for her clothes. He paid for everything and made the major decisions about her life, but the man himself she knew hardly at all. She knew enough, however, to realize that the progressive ideas she had picked up at Miss Taylor’s and from her Aunt Dorrie would not be tolerated in his home. But he was in control of her destiny and so the appearance of obedience must be preserved.

Todd, the coachman, pulled to a stop in the circle that fronted the house. His family had been in service to hers for generations; his grandfather had come over from England with her grandfather almost fifty years earlier, in 1825. The Todds had always lived in the rooms above the carriage house. Todd still preserved the west country accent of his forebears, disdaining the Americanization of his speech.

“Home all safe and tidy, miss,” he said in a satisfied tone.

“Yes, indeed,” Elizabeth replied. “Thank you.”

When she was little he used to lift her onto his shoulders and carry her into the house, but now he held out his hand for her to take as she stepped down to the ground. She did so graciously, practicing rather selfconsciously for her role as the mistress of the manor.

“I’ll take this little one in now, miss, and tote the rest up later, by your leave,” he said deferentially, lifting her carryall once she had gained her footing.

“That will be fine, Todd,” she responded, looking through the glass panels on either side of the cameo door. A brass chandelier, suspended by an extension chain from a plaster medallion in the vaulted ceiling, glowed softly, the flutes of its oil lamps sparkling. The black-and-white tiled floor, reminiscent of the Dutch paintings her father so admired, was spotless. A large blush porcelain vase on the cherry bachelor’s chest in the entrance hall was filled with an assortment of late- blooming flowers, and to the left the sliding wooden doors to her father’s study were closed. Elizabeth wondered if he were in there, working.

An auburn-haired maid she didn’t recognize was dusting the furniture. As she watched, the young woman folded her polishing cloth and ascended the curved oak staircase, disappearing on the second floor.

Todd opened the door and Elizabeth preceded him into the house. They were met in the hall by the housekeeper, Mrs. Tamm. She beamed at Elizabeth, clasping her hands together with delight.

“My dear, it’s so wonderful to have you with us at last,” she said. “Your father and I have been looking forward to this for weeks.”

“Is he home?” Elizabeth asked.

“No, he’s out at a meeting, but he’ll be back for dinner.”

Mrs. Tamm had been working for the family since Elizabeth was nine, and she occupied a quasi-relative status that elevated her above the rest of the servants—especially in her own mind. She was just releasing Elizabeth from a smothering hug when someone pounded on the door behind them.

“Who’s that?” Elizabeth said to Todd, who was blocking her view through the flanking windows.

“Nothing to bother yourself about, miss,” Todd said grimly. “I’ll take care of it.” He turned and yanked open the door as Elizabeth followed curiously. The door was closed firmly in her face, but she went to the window and peered through the sheer lawn curtains despite Mrs. Tamm’s restraining arm.

“Him!” the older woman said at her side. Her tone was contemptuous. “That one’s trouble.”

“Who is it?” Elizabeth said.

“One of those organizers, the big mouth, worst of the lot,” the housekeeper said. Her attitude indicated that she considered such people on a level with the vermin she was constantly battling in the root cellar of the house.

A tall, lithe young man was angrily confronting Todd, who instantly assumed an equally belligerent stance.

“Get off with you,” Todd sputtered at the new arrival. “I’ve told you before not to make a nuisance of yourself. You can’t come up here to the main house, bold as brass! I’ll have the law on you, so help me I will.”

“I want to see Langdon,” the man demanded.

“In a pig’s eye,” Todd responded flatly.

Their raised voices carried easily through the wall to where the women were standing. Elizabeth’s view was excellent, and she observed the scene closely, noting that both men were so absorbed in their conflict they didn’t even notice their audience.

Todd’s antagonist appeared to be in his late twenties, with thick chestnut-brown hair. He was dressed in rough clothes with bulky work boots.

“He can’t hide forever,” the younger man said. “He has to come out and face the real world sometime.”

“I’ll get the coal police if you start anything. You hark at me, boy,” Todd said.

“You tell Langdon I’m here,” the other insisted, his eyes blazing. That he was a miner was obvious from his dress, and his speech was the lilting brogue of the immigrant collier.

“I’ll tell him nothing at all, you cheeky thug,” Todd replied, raising his hand threateningly.

The miner eyed him wearily and shook his head.

“Get wise to yourself, man,” he said to Todd. “Langdon’s using you as well as me.”

“Don’t start that kind of talk here,” Todd said. “Nobody’s listening. I’d take you on if I was twenty years younger.”

“But you’re not,” the other said softly. “And I won’t go away. I’ll be back, again and again, until even Langdon has to pay attention.”

“Do you want to hold your place in the pit?” Todd said craftily. “Still keeping that family of yours, widowed mother and how many bairns? It would go awfully hard with them if you lost your situation. Maura’s pittance won’t do much.”

The young man’s mouth went tight. “Don’t make threats you can’t enforce, old man. If Langdon gave the gate to every miner griping about the working conditions, he’d have an empty pit.”

“They’re not all flailing away at his front door,” Todd pointed out, his hands on his hips.

The younger man studied the older one and then shrugged, as if suddenly seeing the futility of continuing the conversation. He said only, “I’ll be back,” then turned and set off briskly down the hill, long legs striding purposefully.

“Not if you’ve got a brain in that thick skull,” Todd called after him loudly.

Elizabeth exchanged glances with the housekeeper, who had watched the byplay with her. Mrs. Tamm pursed her lips and shook her head.

“No good will come of this,” she said ominously. “I don’t understand that boy—his sister’s such a lovely girl.”

“His sister?” Elizabeth said.

“Maura, the parlor maid. I hired her myself and she’s worked out just fine. Quiet and industrious, such a docile nature.”

“Is that the red-haired girl I saw as I arrived?”

“The same. She’s quite the opposite of that ill- mannered lout who just left.”

Elizabeth thought this over as she watched Todd go to the coach and take out one of the larger bags, still muttering to himself. Elizabeth waited for him.

“What was that all about?” she asked when the driver came inside.

He lifted her carryall from the floor with his free hand.

“Don’t you pay him any mind, miss, he’s just one of those rabble-rousing miners. Nothing for you to worry about. Your father will take care of them right enough.”

“What are the miners doing?” Elizabeth asked quietly.

“Getting too big for their britches, if you ask me,” Todd replied huffily.

Todd, like Mrs. Tamm, was one of the house servants. He’d always shared that lady’s fine disdain for those who went down into the mines, referring to them as “that lot” for as long as she could remember. Now he mumbled, “Trashy goings-on, hammering on doors like a tinker hawking wares.” He brushed past Elizabeth and lumbered up the stairs with both bags banging against his legs.

“Let me help you with your cape,” Mrs. Tamm said briskly, as if to dismiss the unpleasant scene they had just witnessed. “I must be getting old and forgetful, leaving you standing here in the hall in your traveling clothes.”

Elizabeth handed the housekeeper her bonnet and cape as Mrs. Tamm said, “I was thinking of assigning Maura to you, if you have no objection. She’s really wasted on cleaning tasks—I can hire a drudge for that. Of course, she’d not trained to be a lady’s maid, but she’s quick. All you have to do is instruct her—”

“That will be fine,” Elizabeth said quickly. She was curious about the girl’s family, which had produced a young man bold enough to confront her father. Few people had the nerve.

“You’d have to share her with me at serving time, but otherwise—”

“It’s all right, Mrs. Tamm. It seems foolish to hire someone just for me. I wouldn’t have enough for her to do.”

Mrs. Tamm nodded and went to the foot of the stairs, calling, “Maura? Maura, come down here.”

After a brief pause the girl appeared at the top of the stairs and then descended them gracefully, her long skirt whispering about her ankles. She was dressed as rudely as her brother in a gray linsey-woolsey jumper and a thin cotton blouse that had seen too many washings. But her beauty transcended the common attire; her sibling’s roan-colored hair had turned to flame in her case, and she had braided it into an abundant coil, topped by a frilled maid’s cap, which betokened her station. She stopped in front of the two women and looked at Mrs. Tamm inquiringly.

“Maura, this is Miss Langdon,” Mrs. Tamm began kindly. “She’s been away at school, but she’s home for good. It will be your main job from now on to look after her.”

The girl brightened, then dropped a quick curtsy. “Pleased to meet you, miss,” she said shyly, looking up at Elizabeth through coppery lashes a shade darker than her hair. Her skin was milky with a few toasty freckles scattered across her nose.

“Hello, Maura,” Elizabeth said.

“Why don’t you go with Miss Langdon to her room.” Mrs. Tamm said. “You can help her unpack.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Maura said.

The maid followed Elizabeth up the stairs and down the long upper hall, papered with maroon-and-white stripes and carpeted with a figured Turkish runner. Elizabeth’s room was at the end of the corridor, overlooking the valley. It had been aired and dusted for her return and the carpet had been beaten, but it still smelled musty. The cabbage roses on the curtains were repeated in the hangings on the bed, and the china bowl and pitcher Elizabeth remembered still stood on the mahogany dresser. The scrubbed chamber pot, topped with an embroidered cover, peeked from under the flowered bed skirt.

Todd had left the bags on the floor just inside the door. Elizabeth bypassed them and went to the cheval mirror in the corner, examining her wrinkled and travel stained clothes.

“Oh, dear, I’d better bathe and change for dinner,” she said, noting her collapsing chignon and crushed linen shirtwaist. She unpinned her hair and its sable waves cascaded over her shoulders. She stared at the flushed cheeks and large dark eyes reflected in the mirror, wondering what to expect of her readjustment to life in Langdon.

“I’ll lay something out for you, miss,” Maura said, “and then fetch the water for your bath.” She hoisted the larger bag onto the bed and selected a lavender wool dress, spreading out the folds of the fine material on the coverlet.

“You can put the underthings in the dresser drawers and hang up the rest,” Elizabeth said to her.

“Yes, miss.”

Elizabeth winced and turned to face the other girl. “Do you think you could call me by my first name? After all, we’re almost the same age. What are you, eighteen?”

“Nineteen.”

“All right, then. I’m twenty.”

Maura folded a pair of silk bloomers and shook her head. “Mrs. Tamm would never stand for that, miss. She doesn’t hold with the help getting too familiar.”

“I’ll take care of Mrs. Tamm,” Elizabeth said briskly.

“Oh, don’t do that, miss. She’ll give me the devil.” Then Maura smiled, relenting. “Maybe just when it’s the two of us alone.”

“Good enough,” Elizabeth said. She turned from the mirror and began to unbutton her blouse. “I saw your brother today,” she said casually.

She was unprepared for the anxious expression that suffused the other girl’s face.

“Sean?” Maura said nervously.

“How many brothers do you have?”

“Two, but the younger one is only five. He’s kept at home.”

“I see.”

“What did Sean do?” Maura asked.

“What makes you think he did anything?” Elizabeth countered.

The girl, still flustered, remained silent.

“Maura, it’s all right,” Elizabeth said gently. “You can talk to me.”

Maura went on folding clothes without replying.

Trust, Elizabeth decided, would have to be earned. “What time is dinner?” she went on conversationally, deliberately changing the subject.

“Mrs. Tamm serves at six unless otherwise instructed,” Maura answered neutrally.

“I suppose that gives me time for a short rest, then,” Elizabeth observed.

“I’ll be out of your way in a moment, miss,” Maura said, shaking out a fitted jacket and then placing it in the wardrobe.

“I didn’t say that to drive you out of the room, Maura,” Elizabeth said gently. The girl, for all her deferential attitude, was obviously as sensitive underneath as her firebrand brother.

“Just about done,” Maura murmured, hanging the last of Elizabeth’s garments in the armoire. “I’ll be off for the bath water now.” She closed the closet door, dropped a quick curtsy and left the room.

Elizabeth sighed and stretched out across the bed in her chemise, her hair hanging over the edge of the feather-ticking mattress like a midnight curtain.

She felt that she was beginning a new life and that it would be quite different from the one she had left behind.

* * * *

Sean Jameson kicked his way home through an accumulation of dirt and coal dust, his frustration mounting to fury as he thought about his dismissal at the Langdon house. He should have run down that old fool of a servant and smashed in the door; Langdon was probably hiding in his study like the coward he was, issuing orders to his west country lackey. The coachman should have been on Sean’s side, but he was duped, duped like all of them who worked at the house, thinking they were better off because they rubbed shoulders with the quality. He’d have to make sure Maura didn’t acquire the same airs. He hated her working at the house, scrubbing Langdon’s sheets, but they needed the money.

Sean glanced up at the lowering sky and marked the time. He had only a few hours to get some sleep before his shift began. And tonight he would hold the first secret miners’ meeting in the abandoned number nine shaft. If they were ever going to accomplish anything, they had to get organized.

He climbed the wooden steps to the shanty he lived in, not even glancing at the weathered clapboard long since faded to gray, the single streaked window covered with a tattered lace curtain yellowed with age. He pushed the door and saw his young brother, Matthew, at the table in the tiny front room, laboring over a copybook. His mother stood at the fireplace which heated the room and served as her stove. To his left was the staircase leading to a loft divided into sleeping spaces by makeshift curtains strung on clothesline. And that was the house.

Sean stood on the threshold and promised himself that soon he would get them all out of this place. And he wasn’t going to do it by standing hip-deep in murky water chipping coal out of a rock face half a mile underground.

He slammed the door behind him.

* * * *

Elizabeth smoothed the skirt of her lavender dress and then fingered the straggling ebony wisps at her ears. Her Pre-Raphaelite locks, wayward on the best of days, were proving especially difficult to confine, and she wanted to look neat for this first interview with her father. She took her hair down and repinned it, declining to call Maura, who was doubtless occupied in the kitchen. The ship’s clock on the mantel was chiming six, and Elizabeth’s father was always punctual.

He was waiting for her in the wainscoted dining room, seated at the head of a carved table set with her mother’s best Limoges and the heavy silver she remembered from her childhood. Elizabeth might have thought this was in her honor, but she knew that her father dined in state this way every evening, although he was most often alone.

“My dear,” he said, standing. He was wearing a cutaway coat with a ribbed stomacher; he looked heavier and older than Elizabeth remembered.

“Father.”

“It’s so wonderful to have you home,” he added, coming toward her and kissing her on the cheek. His lips were warm and dry.

Mrs. Tamm bustled into the room with a soup tureen as he pulled out Elizabeth’s chair.

“It’s nice to be here,” Elizabeth replied as she sat, feeling as if she were talking to a stranger.

Mrs. Tamm served her father first, and Elizabeth watched as he tasted the bisque and then nodded brusquely. Mrs. Tamm bowed her head and served Elizabeth, then exited quietly, her starched apron crackling.

Arthur Langdon gestured for Elizabeth to pick up her spoon. She did, accepting her role in the choreography. Were they really going to go through this ritual every night?

“Tell me about your school,” Langdon said without preliminary. “I’d like to know what I was paying for all that time.”

Elizabeth provided him with a capsule summary of her courses and teachers, wondering if he had bothered to read any of her letters, which contained the same information.

“And your summer?” he asked when she was finished.

Elizabeth went on about her activities with Aunt Dorrie, wishing that the interplay felt more like a conversation than an interrogation. Mrs. Tamm cleared the soup bowls and served the roast while Elizabeth finished her description.

“Todd told me that there was an unpleasant incident with one of the miners when you arrived,” Langdon said, heaping his plate with slices of meat as her voice trailed into silence.

“Well, it wasn’t exactly unpleasant,” Elizabeth qualified.

“What happened?” Langdon asked.

Elizabeth knew that he had already gotten Todd’s version, so she kept her account as brief and undramatic as possible.

“So Jameson didn’t accost you?” Langdon inquired, his gaze bent on his food.

“Jameson?”

“The miner.”

“Oh, no, I was already inside the house when he arrived. He and Todd had some words and then he left.”

“Very wise of him,” Langdon said crisply. “I’ve a good mind to have him arrested.”

“Father, he didn’t actually do anything. He just asked to see you and...”

“And what?”

“Todd wouldn’t let him so he got angry.”

“He’s always angry,” Langdon stated flatly. “The man obviously doesn’t know when he’s well off. He could be back in his own country, starving.” He chewed industriously. “I’ve got his sister working here—I should throw her out. Why any of that Jameson spawn is under my roof I’ll never know.”

“Oh, no,” Elizabeth protested, dropping her fork. “Maura shouldn’t have to suffer because of her brother.”

Her father really looked at her for the first time. “You are so like your mother,” he said, sighing. “Very well. Mrs. Tamm hired her before her brother started making trouble, and she gives the girl a good report. But I am sorry you had to be exposed to this on your first day.”

“Exposed to what?”

He gestured vaguely. “All this turmoil with the miners.”

“What are they complaining about, Father?”

Langdon shrugged. “Conditions, pay, medical care—you name it. As if they had their pick of jobs. They’re a bunch of bog trotters not qualified to do anything except dig coal and they’re lucky to be doing that, but this Jameson is a rabble rouser. I’d toss him in jail, but I don’t want to gain sympathy for him with the men. I’d rather tolerate his rumblings unless he gets too boisterous.”

“And how will you handle it if he does?” Elizabeth asked.

Langdon’s gaze was piercing. “You let me worry about that, young lady. Don’t bother your head with things that don’t concern you,” Langdon replied abruptly. He appeared to regret saying as much as he had.

In any event, it was clear that the discussion was ended.

They ate in silence for a while, and by the time dessert arrived, Elizabeth was wishing she could go up to her room. Her father’s attitude about his workers was vaguely discomfiting; it was true that she knew almost nothing about his business, but something must be wrong. Maura’s brother had seemed almost desperate.

Elizabeth waited until Mrs. Tamm had removed her untouched cake and then said, “I’d like to be excused, Father. I’m very tired from the trip and want to get to bed early.”

It was a flimsy explanation, but her father didn’t examine it too closely. He nodded and reached for his box of cigars on the table.

Elizabeth fled, passing an unfamiliar maid on the stairs and nodding to her. When she reached her room, she found that Maura had set out one of her nightgowns and turned down the bed before leaving for the night. Elizabeth thought again about the girl and her brother, wondering what their home was like, suspecting that she would not be happy if she saw it.

She began to undress, thinking that already her life in Langdon was more complicated than she had expected it to be.

* * * *

Sean glanced around at the torches flickering in the abandoned mine shaft, casting shadows on the faces of the assembled men. They were only a handful, but it was a start.

“I say sabotage is the only way,” Jim Kelly insisted in his thick Kerry brogue. “Hit Langdon in the pocketbook—that will make him pay attention right enough. Blow the railway or interrupt the shipments to the wholesalers. That’s the ticket.”

Sean shook his head as a rumble of agreement went through the group. “No, no, that would be playing right into Langdon’s hands.”

“You’ve tried talking to him, man. How many times?” Kelly demanded. “Your tactics are getting us nowhere.”

“You don’t understand. Any violence and he’d make us look like a bunch of hooligans, to the newspapers, the cops. The law would be on his side. Destruction of property, public endangerment, creating a nuisance. The police would be lining up to help him.”

“You talk like a lawyer!” Kelly snorted.

“We have to think like lawyers and not like a gang of thugs!” Sean responded heatedly. “We need a strike, a work stoppage, something that would hurt Langdon but not turn us into criminals he can prosecute with all the weight of the authorities behind him.”

“Maybe he’s right,” Tim Shorter said.

Kelly threw up his hands.

“Will you just listen to me, just let me outline what I have in mind? Then we can discuss it,” Sean said reasonably.

Kelly shrugged and looked away.

Sean studied the rest of the faces in the circle. They were all looking at him expectantly.

“All right,” he said calmly. “This is what I propose to do.”

* * * *

Elizabeth passed the next month fitting into the routine of her father’s house and getting reacquainted with neighbors she had not seen for a long time. She dutifully attended church suppers and other social gatherings. October came and the leaves fell from the trees, tumbling and swirling to the ground, where they made a russet carpet on the withering grass. Maura attended to her every need, but as often as she saw the girl, Elizabeth still could not penetrate the pleasant reserve the Irish girl wore like invisible armor.

One evening in the middle of the month, Elizabeth was awakened in the night by a thunderous blast that shook the floor. She stumbled, barefoot and half asleep, to the window overlooking the valley. What she saw as she pushed her hair out of her eyes made her gasp.

Smoke was pouring from the mouth of number three, and there were flames shooting up in the background, illuminating the night sky. Panicked figures were scurrying everywhere, and more people streamed across the flatlands as whistles sounded in the distance, announcing the disaster.

Elizabeth turned from the window abruptly. Not even stopping for a robe, she thrust her feet into her slippers and ran from the room.


 

Chapter 2

 

Elizabeth flew down the back stairs and through the kitchen, emerging onto the rear lawn. Frost from the grass dampened her slippers and the hem of her gown as she ran. The air filled with drifting ash as she skirted the house and stumbled down the hill, coming closer to the mouth of the mine. In the distance she could see a flood of women, most of them dressed in nightclothes and hastily gathered shawls, running from the shanties toward the coalfields. It was a scene of alarm and confusion, cries of fear and anguish mixing with the shrieking whistles to form a hellish cacophony that made her want to cover her ears.

Elizabeth could see that some of the people staggering around in the chaos were injured, and she dodged as one of the men, running backward, almost crashed into her.

He turned and glared down at her, blood running into his eyes from a gash on his forehead.

“What are you doing out here in the middle of this?” he yelled, taking in her nightgown and tousled hair. “Get yourself home!”

Elizabeth stared. It was Maura’s brother, the miner who had confronted Todd at her house on the day she’d returned home. Even with the coal dust and gore smearing his face, she recognized him.

“Did you not hear me?” he barked. “Take yourself off before you get hurt!” He turned away, dismissing her, and focused on another man who was rushing up to him. They had a hurried conversation, which Elizabeth couldn’t hear over the din, and then the second man ran off into the crowd. Other people gathered around Jameson, and Elizabeth watched as he shouted and gesticulated, issuing orders, organizing the men in the face of the sudden chaos. Everyone did what he said, as if by instinct. It was some time before he looked around distractedly and saw that Elizabeth was still standing behind him.

“Did you not hear me?” he bellowed again. “This is no place for you!”

“What ha-happened?” she stammered, her voice almost lost in the surrounding noise.

“Gas pocket in number three,” he answered, turning away from her as a woman running past him grabbed his arm. Elizabeth waited, almost choking on the smoke, her eyes tearing painfully. When he looked back at her she was in the same spot, her feet planted stubbornly.

The exasperated look on his face said that he was about to toss her over his shoulder and carry her off himself.

“I can help,” she said quickly.

He looked dubious at this piece of information.

“I had a nursing course in school,” she told him loudly, trying to make herself heard. “I can treat and bandage cuts, I know how to use the latest disinfectants...”

He didn’t wait for the rest of it, grabbing her hand and pulling her along after him. Either he believed her, or he was just anxious to get to the wounded and didn’t want to leave her alone in the midst of the melee.

Elizabeth staggered along in his furious wake, her small hand lost in his calloused one. As they slipped and slid down the hill toward the lip of number three, the fire brigade from Pottstown arrived, horses’ hooves pounding and clarion bell clanging.

A tattered and bleeding group of men were scattered on the withered grass at the mouth of the shaft, some of the local women tending them. The crowd parted for Jameson as he arrived, and he pushed ahead, turning to point to Elizabeth and say, “Get started there.”

The assembled people barely glanced at Elizabeth as she seized a length of sheeting from one of the women and began to make bandages.

“Margaret, do as she says,” Jameson instructed a sandy-haired woman in her forties. “She has some schooling.”

Margaret nodded and moved to Elizabeth’s side, where she remained, silently following Elizabeth’s directions. Jameson melted into the crowd but Elizabeth could hear his lilting voice behind her, calming and authoritative, bringing order to the chaos surrounding them.

The carnage was overwhelming. One man’s leg had been crushed so badly by a fallen beam that Elizabeth was sure it would have to be amputated. Another had a gash in his arm so deep that it had slashed through the layers of skin to reveal the muscle beneath. Elizabeth moved as rapidly as possible, cleaning wounds, applying tourniquets, helping to carry the immobilized injured to makeshift litters. She was dimly aware of the firemen in the background dropping a hose into the well at the base of the hill and setting up a pump. The fire was internal, deep inside the mine, but every few minutes the shaft belched smoke which billowed out into the air. The thick haze only increased as the firemen began to douse the blaze. The drifting ash settled on Elizabeth’s skin and hair, turning the snowy linen of her nightgown to sooty gray. Oblivious to her running nose and streaming eyes, she labored on, tending the wounded alongside village women she didn’t know who were equally unaware of her identity.

Elizabeth lost track of Jameson as time passed and the firemen got the blaze under control. Once the debris was cleared, some of the men went inside the shaft to look for survivors. The worst cases were loaded into coal wagons to be taken to the hospital at Reading. For the first time in several hours there was a lull in the action, and she had a chance to look around her.

The night was cold with a clear sky littered with stars, but the smoke haze still hanging in the air partially obscured them. A few of the wounded were lying on the ground but most had been carried off on pallets. The women who worked beside her had grime streaked faces, and she realized she must look the same. The wind picked up and Elizabeth shivered, aware for the first time that she was badly chilled.

“Better have this,” Jameson said behind her. She turned as he dropped his corduroy jacket over her shoulders.

He was looking down at her, his expression intent. He removed a folded handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. It was coarse but clean. When Elizabeth stood motionless with the handkerchief in her hand, he realized the extent of her exhaustion and took it back, gently wiping her face.

“Come and sit down,” he said quietly, leading her by the arm to an overturned packing crate that had served as a rest station during the emergency. Elizabeth dropped onto it bonelessly, now fully conscious of the her own fatigue. She was also shaking, a delayed reaction to the shock of the tragedy.

“Easy there,” Sean said. “You came through like a champion—don’t give out now. Take a sip of this.” He extracted a flask from his back pocket, unscrewed the cap and tipped the bottle to her lips. Elizabeth took a swallow and then pushed the flask away, coughing.

“What is that?” she gasped.

“Brandy. Best thing for you.”

“I doubt it,” Elizabeth said, grimacing.

Sean knelt on the ground next to her. “Yes, indeed. It will warm you right up and settle those shakes.” He tucked his jacket closer about her shoulders and rubbed her upper arms through the ribbed material. “How do you feel now?” he asked, holding her gaze with his.

“I’m all right,” Elizabeth replied unconvincingly, looking up into his green eyes.

“Oh, I can tell,” Sean observed dryly.

“Have all the injured been seen?” she asked anxiously, looking back toward the mine.

“They have,” he answered reassuringly. “Don’t fret yourself.”

“What about you?” she asked. “That’s a nasty cut on your forehead.”

Sean touched the mass of congealed blood as if he’d forgotten the injury. “Caught a splinter there,” he murmured.

“Looks like it was more than a splinter. Were you in the mine when it blew?”

He nodded. “On my way up for a car, and that saved me. Others down below weren’t so lucky.”

Elizabeth refrained from commenting that none of them seemed very lucky to her.

“The explosion should never have happened,” Sean said bitterly. “If Langdon would let the mine shut down for an inspection once in great while, we’d be able to tell that the gas was building up in there. But he won’t stop production even for an hour. Miserable thief, I hope he’s happy with this night’s work!”

Elizabeth felt her stomach tighten. Was her father really responsible for this calamity?

Sean’s eyes narrowed. “How is it I haven’t seen you before tonight?” he asked. “Have you just come to Langdon?”

“I—I’ve just returned,” Elizabeth said carefully.

“You were away, then?” he asked.

“Yes. At school.”

“What’s your name?”

She swallowed, unable to look away from him. Her heart was pounding.

“Elizabeth,” she said.

A frown creased his forehead. The name, favored by the British aristocracy, was not exactly in vogue among the immigrant coal miners.

“Sean!” a voice exploded behind them. “Come on over here!” They turned to see one of the colliers gesturing wildly with a heavily bandaged hand.

“Stay right there,” Sean said to her. “I’ll be back.”

Elizabeth watched as he strode over to join the man who’d summoned him, admiring the lean grace of his back in his homespun shirt. She was waiting for him, trying to get warm, when she spotted a familiar face among the dispersing throng. She stood abruptly, trying to slip away unnoticed, but it was too late.

“Elizabeth!”

She heard her name and froze.

“What are you doing out here?”

She turned slowly to face the music. The speaker was Chief Anson of the Pottstown Fire Department, a close friend of her father’s.

“Does Arthur know about this?” the chief demanded, aghast.

Elizabeth sighed. “I heard the siren and saw the fire. I thought maybe I could help.”

Chief Anson seized her arm in an iron grip and practically levitated her back toward the main house.

“Come along with me,” he announced unnecessarily, since she had little choice. “Your father would not want you to see this.”

Elizabeth was certain he was right about that.

“How did the fire start?” she asked, looking over her shoulder for Sean as the chief dragged her away.

“Don’t you concern yourself about that,” Anson said briefly. “These things happen every once in a while around here. You’ll get used to it.”

“But can’t such accidents be prevented?” Elizabeth asked. “By routine inspections, I mean?”

Anson stopped walking and looked down at her. “Who have you been talking with, Elizabeth?” he asked sharply. “These miners are riffraff. Don’t pay any attention to their incessant complaining. It really isn’t your place to meddle in your father’s affairs, you know.”

Elizabeth bit her lip as Anson started forward again, urging her up the rise toward the Langdon mansion. She had expected that the lamps would be blazing by now, but all the windows were dark.

“Is no one awake at the house?” she asked, puzzled.

“Your father doesn’t get up for these incidents,” Anson replied flatly. “He’ll handle the situation during business hours in the morning, as he always does.”

Although she was relieved that she would not have to deal with a confrontation, Elizabeth was shocked at the implied indifference to the suffering she had just witnessed. How could her father sleep through such a scene? Did these accidents happen so often that he’d become completely inured to them?

“Now go right inside,” Anson said sternly. “I’ll wait here until I see you in the upstairs window.”

Elizabeth nodded agreement and slipped into the silent house. It was amazing; everyone was sleeping! It was as if the drama down at shaft number three had never taken place. Then, as she mounted the stairs in the darkness, she heard a door close softly in the servants’ quarters and saw the glow of a coal oil lamp snuffed out quickly. So maybe not everyone was sleeping, but it was clear nobody was going to defy her father by expressing interest in the miners’ plight.

She ascended to the second floor and signaled Anson from her window. She waited until he had slipped beneath the brow of the hill, and then she turned wearily away, dropping the curtain. She knew she should bathe and change her gown, which was stained with blood and gore, but that would call attention to her nocturnal wanderings. Better to wait until morning. She moved to her bed, stretching out on top of the coverlet she’d left disturbed hours earlier.

Sunrise could be only a short time away, but once she was prone Elizabeth discovered she couldn’t sleep. Her mind was racing, reliving what she had experienced that night. It was clear to her now that she’d been living in a dreamworld at school, with no more idea of what was happening here in Langdon than in far off Czarist Russia. She had never thought of her father as a particularly benevolent figure, but the image of him that had emerged since her return to town was singularly disturbing.

Elizabeth turned her head restlessly against the feather pillow and realized that she was still wearing Sean Jameson’s jacket. She sat up and took it off, folding the sleeves carefully. She held the bundle in her lap, finally raising it and pressing her cheek to the well worn material. His musky masculine scent clung to it, and she closed her eyes, remembering his steady gaze, the strength of his hands when he’d draped the jacket around her. It was a poor man’s threadbare garment, and for some reason his giving it to her made her want to cry.

Elizabeth shook her head abruptly, blinking, and tossed the jacket to the foot of her bed. She was tired, that was all. She would feel better after a little rest.

She must try to get some sleep.

* * * *

When Sean finished his conversation, the girl was gone. He returned to the spot where he’d left her and she’d vanished as completely as if he’d imagined her. His disappointment was acute. He asked some of the women she’d been working with that evening who she was but no one knew, which meant that she had to be a very recent arrival. She was well spoken, with an educated accent; maybe she was the schoolteacher who’d been promised by the board of education for some time.

Well, it was a small town. He would find her.

* * * *

Elizabeth slept for a couple of hours and woke at first light. Maura usually came to her room at seven- thirty, so Elizabeth had plenty of time to change to a clean nightgown and dispose of the old one before the servant arrived to get her ready for the day. Sean’s jacket was buried at the bottom of the wardrobe, where Maura would have no reason to look.

Elizabeth wanted an excuse to see Sean again, and the coat would provide the perfect reason for a meeting.

When Maura arrived with a tray, her eyes were downcast and Elizabeth could not tell from her expression that anything unusual had happened the previous night.

“Good morning, miss,” Maura said impassively.

“Good morning,” Elizabeth replied.

“Mrs. Tamm said to say that breakfast will be delayed about ten minutes from the usual,” Maura informed her. “Will you have your tea first or shall I prepare your bath?”

“The tea,” Elizabeth said.

Maura removed the cozy from the pot and put the leaves in the strainer. Elizabeth watched for a moment and then asked neutrally, “Do you know how many men were injured in the explosion last night?”

Maura looked up briefly and then down again. “No, miss.”

“You heard nothing about it?”

“Nothing as to numbers,” Maura replied.

“Any dead?”

“Somebody always dies. That’s the way of it.”

“Mining is a dangerous business.”

Maura didn’t answer.

“Some people say that it doesn’t have to be as dangerous as it is,” Elizabeth offered provocatively.

“Some do,” Maura murmured, rattling china.

“Sean is one of those who hold that opinion,” Elizabeth added.

Maura refolded a linen napkin nervously.

“Well?”

“Sean is never one to keep silent about what he thinks, miss,” Maura finally said.

“Do you agree with him?” Elizabeth asked.

“I know nothing about what it’s like in the pit,” Maura said. “Sean goes his way and I go mine.”

“But surely you think there are too many accidents?” Elizabeth prodded.

Maura sighed heavily and looked at Elizabeth with grim forbearance. She reminded the other woman very strongly of her brother at that moment.

“Maura, I’m not trying to get you into trouble,” Elizabeth said gently. “Or Sean either, for that matter. I haven’t spent much time here until now, and I’ve seen a lot of things that bother me. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on and I’m asking you to help me.”

Maura waited a long moment and then lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “Sean says there’s a powerful lot could be done to make the pits safer, but the bosses like your father won’t bear the cost of it.”

“Yes, I know. Could I talk to him about it?”

Maura’s mouth fell open comically. “To Sean?”

“Yes.”

“Your father would have a fit, miss,” she said in hushed tones, her eyes round.

“My father wouldn’t have to know about it.”

Maura shook her head warningly. “Mr. Langdon gets into some towering rages. If he was ever to find out...”

“Could you arrange it? Ask your brother to meet me, somewhere we wouldn’t be seen?”

Maura kneaded her fingers worriedly.

Elizabeth took a step forward and touched the other girl’s arm. “Maura, I was out there last night. I saw what happened. I want to help.”

Maura stared at her, stunned. “You were out at the pit?”

“Yes. I heard the explosion and saw the fire. I ran down the hill to see what I could do.”

“Your father?” Maura asked, swallowing.

“He thinks I was in bed all night. Apparently it’s his custom to sleep through these things. As if anyone could.”

“Did you see Sean?”

Elizabeth nodded. “I helped with the wounded. He didn’t know who I was. He still doesn’t.”

There was a knock at the door.

“Come in,” Elizabeth said.

Bess, another parlor maid, bobbed a curtsy and said, “Excuse me, miss, but Mrs. Tamm wants to see Maura in the kitchen.”

Maura looked to Elizabeth for approval. “By your leave, miss,” she said quietly.

Elizabeth nodded, frustrated that they couldn’t continue their conversation but unwilling to get Maura into trouble. “Go ahead. I can finish here by myself.”

Half an hour later Elizabeth joined her father in the dining room for breakfast. She would have liked to avoid sharing the meal with him, but he demanded her presence at his table and would have sent for her later if she remained in her room. It was better to preserve the appearance of normalcy.

He looked up from his copy of the Philadelphia Bulletin to greet her.

“Good morning, my dear,” he said.

“Good morning, Father.”

He spooned sugar into his coffee and went back to his paper. Mrs. Tamm bustled in with the porridge as Elizabeth fiddled with the salt cellar beside her plate.

“What else would you like, Miss Elizabeth?” Mrs. Tamm asked, as Bess entered with a covered tray of kippers and deposited it in front of Arthur Langdon. He still clung to the customs of his forebears and insisted on a full British breakfast every morning.

“I’m fine, Mrs. Tamm,” Elizabeth said. “I’m not very hungry.” She selected a roll from the silver wire basket on the table and broke it into pieces. Her father went on reading.

He was clearly not going to mention the events of the previous night.

“I was very disturbed by the explosion at the mine,” Elizabeth said, plunging into the subject.

Her father folded his paper down and peered at her over the top of it. “I’m sorry you lost sleep, my dear,” he observed neutrally.

“That’s not what I meant. I understand there were several serious injuries.”

He resumed his examination of the paper. “It would be wise not to involve yourself with matters that don’t concern you, Elizabeth. I hope you haven’t been discussing my business affairs with the staff.”

He was assuming that the servants would be her only source of knowledge. “It’s not just a business affair, Father. Aren’t you concerned about the welfare of the people who work for you?”

“The miners know the risk when they take the job,” Langdon said, rattling pages. “No one forces them into their occupation, and I cannot be held responsible for the decisions of others.”

Elizabeth sat forward earnestly. “But Father, you know that many of them are immigrants and that mining is the only job they can get. They would starve otherwise, which hardly makes working for you a ‘decision.’ Surely there is something that can be done—”

Arthur Langdon put down his newspaper with a thud. “That’s enough, Elizabeth. I can see I made a mistake sending you to that progressive school your aunt recommended. I will not be lectured on this subject, or any other, by my daughter. I advise you to turn your attention to finding yourself a husband, an interest much more suited to a young lady of your age and station.”

Mrs. Tamm entered the dining room again, and they both waited while she presented Arthur Langdon with a silver tray containing an embossed card.

“Frederick Anson,” Langdon murmured to himself. He looked up at Mrs. Tamm. “Is he in the drawing room?”

“No, sir. He sent a messenger asking if you would be at home to receive him at two this afternoon. The boy is waiting for your reply.” She kept her gaze averted, sensing the tension in the room.

“You may tell Chief Anson that I will see him at two,” Langdon said. Mrs. Tamm glanced at Elizabeth, smiled encouragingly, then disappeared with a rustle of serge, trailing the scent of lemon verbena.

Elizabeth looked down at her hands with a sinking heart. She was certain that her presence at the mine would be one of the subjects Chief Anson wished to discuss.

“Father, I have something to tell you,” she began.

“Elizabeth, enough,” her father said brusquely. “I am weary of this talk. I have work to do and whatever you have to say can wait. If you don’t plan to eat anything, I suggest you retire.”

Elizabeth fell silent, conceding defeat. She pushed back her chair and left the dining room as Langdon returned to his paper.

Mrs. Tamm met her in the hall.

“I can send something up to your room later if you get hungry,” the housekeeper said sympathetically.

Elizabeth shook her head.

“Try to understand your father, dear,” the older woman said. “He has a lot of worries just now.”

“You mean the explosion last night?” Elizabeth asked.

Mrs. Tamm sighed and looked away.

“Oh, I see you don’t want to talk about it, either,” Elizabeth said in irritation.

“Your father would prefer it,” Mrs. Tamm said. “He instructed me to that effect.”

“I don’t see how I can ignore what’s happening right under my nose,” Elizabeth protested.

“You have enough to occupy you, my dear,” the housekeeper said. “I believe you have several letters to write, and there’s plenty of work left on the clothes cover you’re embroidering for the church fair.”

Elizabeth took her cue.

“I’ll be in my room,” she said wearily, and turned toward the staircase as Mrs. Tamm glided off to the kitchen.

Elizabeth was at her desk, writing a letter to her Aunt Dorrie, when shouts from below roused her from her task. She flung her door open and paused in the hallway, listening.

“I’m calling you, Langdon. Get out here and face me like a man!”

Elizabeth recognized the voice and the lilting accent. Her pulse began to race.

It was Sean Jameson.

Elizabeth crept to the landing and peered over the stairwell. Sean was standing in the lower hall, his sleeves rolled to the elbows, his hands on his hips. He was much cleaner than when she last saw him, free of sweat and coal dust, but his intent expression was the same. As she watched, the dining room door slid open and her father emerged.

“How did you get in here, Jameson?” Langdon demanded.

“Your watchdog was missing from the front door,” Sean replied flatly. “I’ve been here before, trying to get you to listen to what I have to say. Didn’t the accident last night teach you anything?”

“I have nothing to learn from a ruffian like you,” Langdon replied. He turned to Mrs. Tamm, who came into view behind him. “Find Todd and send him down to the Coal Police. He’s to tell Sergeant Rees there’s an intruder in my house and I want him removed.”

Mrs. Tamm hurried out of sight as Elizabeth frowned deeply. The Coal Police were members of the company security force, which functioned like her father’s private army; Sean would surely be arrested.

“Throwing me out won’t prevent another explosion like the one you just had,” Sean stated.

Elizabeth turned as Maura crept up behind her, drawn by the sound of her brother’s voice. Elizabeth held her finger to her lips as Maura gnawed her knuckle anxiously.

“I’ve a good mind to fire you!” Langdon said furiously.

Sean shook his head wearily. “I’m the best powder- man in Pennsylvania. Nobody knows your shafts the way I do. I’ve been down in those mines since I was twelve. You need me as much as I need the job, and well you know it.”

“I can see that your arrogance remains undimmed,” Langdon said sarcastically.

“I’m aware of what I’m worth to you,” Sean replied simply.

“I wish I could find another blaster,” Langdon said between clenched teeth. “You’d be gone inside of five minutes.”

“Until then we’re stuck with each other, Langdon. There’s nothing else I can do, and you can’t find anybody else to do it. I know you’ve been running adverts in the Philadelphia papers, even sent a man to Cardiff to search the coal towns there. Came up empty. I guess you didn’t know they don’t use blasting powder on the other side.”

Langdon’s anger was dangerously obvious. Elizabeth took a step forward, wondering if she should intervene.

“That doesn’t mean I have to put up with your insolence,” Langdon said. “My houseman has told me you’ve been coming around here, imposing yourself and annoying the staff. You do your job and collect your wages. Beyond that we have no relationship and I have nothing to say to you.”

“Why are you so afraid to talk to me?” Sean asked. “What can you lose by listening for half an hour?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Elizabeth said, descending the staircase. “What can you lose by listening?”

Maura moaned and reached out convulsively, then stuffed her fist in her mouth, shrinking back into the upper hallway.

Both men turned to look up at Elizabeth. Under other circumstances their expressions would have been comical.

“Elizabeth, stay out of this,” Langdon said firmly.

“You!” Sean said in astonishment.

Langdon looked at him, then at his daughter. “You know this man?”

“What are you doing here?” Sean demanded.

They were both talking at once.

“Yes, Father, I know him,” Elizabeth said.

“Father!” Sean burst out, dumbfounded. “This can’t be your father!”

“How dare you speak to my daughter in that fashion!” Langdon demanded.

Elizabeth could see that she was not exactly accomplishing her objective. She opened her mouth to speak again, but her father cut her off rudely.

“Go back upstairs,” he said curtly. “You have no business here.”

“But Father—”

“You heard me! I will not repeat myself to you.”

Sean stood rooted by the interchange, still reeling from the revelation that last night’s nurse was this morning’s heiress.

Elizabeth hesitated on the stairs, unsure what to do, as the front door burst open and Sergeant Rees arrived with two of his men, trailed closely by an irate Mr. Todd.

“Come along with me, Sean,” Rees said in a musical accent, his billy club in his hand. “Stop making trouble now—this won’t help your cause at all.”

“Well, taffy, have you come to restore law and order?” Sean sneered at the new arrival. “You’re Langdon’s lapdog, no better than this one here.” He jerked his head toward Todd, who glared back at him.

Rees was about the same age as Sean, a tall blond in the gray-blue double-breasted uniform of the Coal Police. He had full authority to detain Sean and turn him over to the constable in Pottstown.

“Father, don’t do this,” Elizabeth pleaded. “What good can come of it?”

“I’ll have some peace in my own house, that’s what good can come of it,” Langdon replied. “Take him away, Rees.”

“Will you be filing charges, sir?” Rees asked as his men came to stand on either side of Sean.

“Hold him overnight in the CIP cell,” Langdon said roughly. “I’ll be down to do the paperwork when I’m free.”

“I’m scheduled to lay the powder for the north face in number five tonight on the four to twelve,” Sean said as the two burly guards seized his arms. “You’ll be holding up your own operation by throwing me in the cooler.”

“I’ll take that chance,” Langdon said.

Sean looked up at Elizabeth for a long moment, his eyes locked with hers. Then he erupted into activity, shrugging off one guard and punching the other in the jaw. As the second man fell, Sean charged past Rees, shoving him out of the way. Sean would have made it through the door had not Todd blocked his path, holding him up for the split second necessary for Rees to recover and club the miner on the back of the head.

Sean went down like a sack of meal.

Elizabeth cried out and ran down the stairs.

Langdon blocked her path as the men lugged Sean’s dead weight through the door, his feet dragging across the tile.

Elizabeth stared at her father, her eyes huge.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Langdon said quietly as the door closed behind the men, “but I told you to go upstairs.”

“Is that all you’re going to say? That man came here, alone, to talk to you about conditions in the mines You set your hired thugs upon him as if he were making off with the family silver!”

“Force is the only thing that element understands.”

“They knocked him unconscious, Father.”

“He’ll come around shortly. That boy has too hard a head to stay down for long.”

“But what about the reason he came? I saw for myself the men who were hurt in the accident last night, and if anything can be done to avoid something like that happening again, you should listen to him.”

“What do you mean, you saw for yourself?” Langdon demanded, his eyes narrowing.

“I went down to the shaft when the whistle blew to see if I could help,” Elizabeth said boldly, aware that he would find out anyway as soon as Chief Anson arrived.

“To see if you could help...” Langdon repeated incredulously. “Are you out of your mind? If I ever hear of your doing such a thing again, I will have you in a coach on your way back to your Aunt Dorothea’s the same day!”

“Aunt Dorrie is touring Europe for four months,” Elizabeth said calmly.

“Then I’ll find another school for you, preferably in the Indian colony! Do you think I brought you back here to instruct me in the conduct of my business?”

“Jameson says that regular inspections would make the mines safer for everyone,” Elizabeth said, ignoring him. “Why won’t you consider the idea?”

“Do you know how long I would have to shut down operations for the kind of inspection he wants?” Langdon shouted. “Days at a time, for each shaft, costing me hundreds an hour in lost production. And that’s not all! He wants paid health coverage, pensions, all coming straight out of my pocket. He would lay every case of black lung in the entire district at my door! You’ve had no trouble all these years accepting the benefits of my hard work, young lady. Have you thought what your existence would be if people like Jameson got their way?”

“There must be some middle ground, Father. It can’t be right that these miners have to risk their lives every time they go to work.”

“And what would you know about it? You’ve never worked a day in your life, and thanks to me you’ll never have to do so. Now I’m about to lose patience with this nonsense, Elizabeth. I suggest you take my earlier advice and retire to your room.”

Elizabeth knew she had pushed him as far as she dared and relented. She went back upstairs to find Maura quietly weeping in the hall.

“Maura, come with me,” Elizabeth said quickly, taking the girl into her bedroom and shutting the door behind them.

Maura wiped her cheeks with her apron, sniffling.

“I really think Sean will be all right, Maura,” Elizabeth said kindly. “He’ll probably just have a bad headache when he comes out of it.”

Maura shook her head. “That’s not it, miss.”

“Are you worried about the cut he received in the accident? I know it bled a lot, but it was minor.”

Maura shook her head. “The last time he was locked up in Pottstown he was worked over pretty good.”

“Worked over?”

“Beat up, you know.”

“Why?”

Maura looked at her almost sadly, as if her ignorance were pitiable. “They’re not fond of paddies down there, miss,” she explained.

“Paddies? Oh, the Irish.”

“Yes, miss. They don’t like the new people taking jobs. They put up signs in the shops—No Irish Need Apply. And with Sean talking the way he does...”

“And I suppose there’s no hope of him keeping his mouth shut,” Elizabeth said dryly.

Maura smiled weakly.

“Don’t worry about it, Maura. I promise you that Sean will not be going to the Pottstown jail.”

Maura looked at her warily. “What are you fixing to do?”

“I’ll get him released.”

Maura shook her head. “Oh, miss, your father will chew you up and spit out the feathers.”

“Not if it’s his idea.”

Maura blinked, nonplussed.

“Just leave it to me,” Elizabeth said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. She went to her desk, capped the inkwell she’d been using when writing earlier and stacked the foolscap pages of her letter together. “Maura, why did Sean call Sergeant Rees ‘taffy’ when he arrived?”

“Rees is Welsh,” Maura said, smoothing her apron back down over her skirt.

“And?”

“Taffy means Welsh, like paddy for Irish.”

“Is it derogatory?”

“Please?”

“A bad name, a word used in a fight.”

Maura shrugged, then nodded.

“Is there bad feeling between the Welsh and Irish workers?” Elizabeth asked, trying to understand.

“Some. The Welsh are the real miners, see. There’s lashings of coalfields all over Wales, and they learned the trade in the old country.”

“And Ireland has no mines?”

“None to tell. The Irish are just willing to take on anything in order to work, and going down into the mines is...” She stopped.

“A job no one else wants,” Elizabeth finished for her.

Maura nodded unhappily.

“So the Welsh view the Irish as interlopers.”

Maura looked blank.

“Upstarts,” Elizabeth explained.

“Yes, miss. And the Irish don’t like the Welsh working in the Coal Police. It’s a job no Irishman would take.”

“Why not? There are Irishmen on the police force in every major city nowadays. Since the War Between the States their numbers have been increasing all the time.”

“City police, yes,” Maura said slowly. “But your da’s security force, well, they see it as working as...”

“Lackeys?” Elizabeth supplied.

Maura said nothing.

“I’m beginning to understand how your brother’s mind works,” Elizabeth observed thoughtfully.

“Good luck to you,” Maura said morosely. “I’m here to tell you it’s a thankless task.”

“All right, Maura, I don’t want to keep you in here too long. Don’t worry about Sean, I’ll take care of it.”

Maura looked doubtful, but she bobbed a curtsy and left.

* * * *

Sean looked up as Tom Rees unlocked the grate into his cell and slid a tray through the opening.

“Dinner,” Rees announced.

“When are you moving me to Pottstown?” Sean demanded, ignoring the food.

“Not until Langdon files his complaint,” Rees replied, walking back to his desk.

“Don’t you ever get tired of taking orders from that man?” Sean asked wearily. He was stretched out on the cot in his cell with his hands folded behind his head, which was throbbing painfully.

“Don’t you?” Rees countered. He unhooked a round of keys from his belt and tossed them into a drawer.

Sean sat up and winced. “What do you mean by that?”

“You work for him, don’t you?”

“Not as his private peeler,” Sean said nastily, using old country slang for cop.

“We both take his money,” Rees replied mildly.

“There’s an ocean of difference between the two of us,” Sean observed with finality.

“I suppose it comforts you to think so,” Rees observed. He lifted his booted heels to the desk and opened his book, Mrs. Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. He was trying hard to become an American, and he’d been told this book had a lot to do with the last war.

Sean rolled over on his cot and faced the wall. There was no talking to some people. He closed his eyes and the image of Langdon’s daughter rose before him.

She had looked a picture as she came down the stairs of the big house, her hair all loose about her shoulders, ready to do battle with the old buzzard.

Sean couldn’t believe they were related.

Well, there went his chances with her. He might have had some hope with a schoolteacher—not much, maybe, but some. Arthur Langdon’s daughter, on the other hand, was out of the question.

He felt worse about that than he cared to admit. He’d been counting on finding the girl he’d met at the mine accident, and now she had moved as far out of his reach as if she were on the moon.

Sean shifted on the cot, easing his weight off his bad hip. He’d taken a musket ball during the battle of Gettysburg while serving with the Fifth Pennsylvania Volunteers in the summer of ‘63. He was eighteen at the time and had gone back to the mines as soon as he was discharged. The dampness in the shafts had ensured that the joint remained stiff; it acted up a little when he was tired, and he was certainly tired now.

The pounding in his head subsided slightly, and he drifted off to sleep, dreaming of Elizabeth Langdon and her long sable hair.

* * * *

Elizabeth entered the dining room and slipped into her chair as noiselessly as possible.

Her father nodded glacially when she caught his eye.

Elizabeth folded her hands. “Father, I want to say that I’m very sorry about interfering in your affairs earlier. I’m just having a difficult adjustment with my return to Langdon, and sometimes I overstep my bounds. I promise you it won’t happen again.”

Langdon eyed her suspiciously. Elizabeth was saying the right words but she wasn’t sure he was accepting the apology.

“I realized afterward how much trouble I caused,” she said humbly. “My maid, Maura, is very upset that her brother is in jail. I know that if I hadn’t barged in it wouldn’t have ended as badly as it did.”

Langdon’s expression softened slightly.

Encouraged, Elizabeth said, “Is it really necessary to send Jameson down to Pottstown? I think he’s learned his lesson. I doubt if he’ll come back to the house. He knows where it will land him if he does.”

“He’s a hard man to teach,” Langdon said gruffly.

“It will hold up your blasting operation in number five if he’s not available to lay the charges tonight as planned,” Elizabeth pointed out to him.

“So now you’re only thinking of me, is that it?” Langdon asked with a faint smile.

Sensing that she was overdoing it, Elizabeth backed off rapidly, murmuring, “Maura’s a good girl. I hate to see her so unhappy.”

Langdon sighed as Mrs. Tamm arrived with a platter of biscuits. “All right, I’ll send word to release Jameson and let him work the night shift,” he said.

“Thank you,” Elizabeth said quietly. Then, hurrying on lest he change his mind, she added brightly, “I don’t think I’ve told you that I accepted Charles Brandon’s invitation to tea with his family this Sunday.”

Her father nodded benignly. Charles was high on his list of approved suitors for Elizabeth’s hand.

Elizabeth shot a glance at the housekeeper, who was fussing about the table. “Mrs. Tamm said she would help me bake an apple cake to bring with me.”

“Fine, fine,” Langdon agreed, unfolding his napkin as Mrs. Tamm beamed approvingly.

Elizabeth, who had no more intention of marrying Charles Brandon than she had of joining a convent, smiled to herself and daintily picked up her fork.

That night Elizabeth undressed for bed with Maura’s assistance and then lay resting after the servant had been dismissed. She listened to the nocturnal sounds of the household retiring; gradually they faded into silence. When she heard the midnight whistle blow, signaling the change of shifts at the mine, she rose and discarded her nightgown quickly.

After dressing by the light of the moon, which shone in through her window in full harvest glory, she tamped down the dying fire in the grate and straightened her bed. She waited a few minutes longer, giving the miners time to return home and clear the streets. Then she picked up Sean’s jacket from the foot of her bed, tiptoed out of her room, closing the door behind her, and hurried down the hall.

Todd’s flat above the carriage house looked out over the front courtyard, and the old man was a light sleeper. To make sure she wasn’t seen, Elizabeth went out through the kitchen and followed the same path she had taken the night of the mine explosion.

Once away from the house, Elizabeth relaxed. She scurried over the brow of the hill and then circled the breastworks of the mine as she descended. Coal dust swarmed over her shoes and fouled the hem of her skirt. The flooding moonlight was cold and clear, and frost had crystallized on the gray, blighted grass at the edge of the road. Dry leaves scuttled across her path, and the indefinable smell of poverty—a mixture of sour laundry and cheap boiled food—clung to the area like a miasma even at midnight.

Elizabeth turned down the main street of the coal patch. She could see two stragglers from the second shift in the distance. They parted at the end of the lane and entered their respective houses. Elizabeth waited until they were inside before proceeding; Maura had told her that the Jameson house was the third shanty on the left down from the Welsh church. They all looked the same.

Elizabeth hesitated when she saw one of the Coal and Iron Police come around the far corner, swinging his billy as he walked and trying the doors of the company store. She ducked down an alley until he passed, then stepped back into the street. Not much farther now. She gathered her woolen shawl closer about her as she stopped before the Jameson house. It was a wildly inappropriate time to pay a call, but if she came during the day she would surely be seen and her father informed.

She had abandoned her former plan to have Maura arrange a meeting with Sean. After the scene at her house that morning, she knew that he would not come.

There was a light inside the house on the ground floor, but the second level was dark. Sean should still be awake; the shift had ended only ten minutes earlier. She hoped the light was his.

Elizabeth mustered every ounce of courage at her command and mounted the sagging steps. A stained wooden washtub stood on the porch next to an empty milk bottle. A tattered lacy curtain, a sorry vestige of former finery stained gray with coal dust, covered the streaked and pitted window. She took a deep breath and rapped sharply on the faded door.

Sean pulled it open seconds later. He was stripped to the waist, his suspenders dangling down the front of his trousers. Firelight flickered over his torso, polishing the hard muscles of his arms and shoulders and bringing out the coppery sheen of his hair. He had a thin gray towel in his hand, and traces of soap still clung to his ears and chin.

He stared at her in shock, then recovered, the line of his jaw hardening perceptibly.

“What do you want?” he said curtly.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


images/00012.jpeg
Indidn A ffair






images/00011.jpeg
DOREEN owm MALEK

Blackfoot
Affair






images/00014.jpeg
CUPID'S FIRST STRIKE
RN LOVE £ N T

Seasolg‘ of

M_ii@“ u






images/00013.jpeg
Gabrielle's Bully

Doreen Owens Malek





images/00016.jpeg
"W . Danger Zone
8

E: Via
Dogeen Owens MUek





images/00015.jpeg
Devil's Deception






cover.jpeg





images/00028.jpeg
kndesdtin





images/00021.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg
Doreen Owens Malek






images/00022.jpeg
SMALEK

NOWEN





images/00025.jpeg
Qmm






images/00024.jpeg





images/00027.jpeg
@u.wmreusurg

MLOFCRAD
AGETEVOAN

Dot
ownsMA 19005






images/00026.jpeg
{§rarequinTreasury”






images/00018.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg
MONTEGAS
MISTRESS






images/00020.jpeg
MEN OF INTRIGUE:
ATRILOGY

SRS

,Lm Montega's

I Mistress

Devils
Deception

Doreen Owens Malek:





images/00019.jpeg
An Indecent
Marriage

.

Regeisad
T besenl o
DOREEN OWENS MALEK





images/00003.jpeg
GHE PANTHER
BAND THE SEARL

53
)
L






images/00002.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
w:Raven

) anothe






images/00009.jpeg
Doreen Owens Malek






images/00008.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg
Marriage
in Namg






