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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Noelle, Co. 1877 
 
    Seamus Malone stared at the open bottle of whisky on the table. The potent scent reached his nostrils, luring him, beckoning. He was alone in the Golden Nugget saloon that afternoon. A brisk March wind blew outside, a reminder of the winter cold giving way to a brilliant sunny day—the day he’d first met Norah Francis Mulligan. She’d been shopping at the marketplace. He’d been at his day job, unloading ships on the New York docks. At nights, he tended bars at a local Irish pub in the district. The mere sight of her stormy blue-green eyes and the smattering of freckles across her pert nose had taken his breath away. Her unruly tendrils of cinnamon-colored hair peeked from beneath the bonnet she’d worn. Mesmerized by the Irish beauty, he’d snuck away from his duties risking everything in hope of finding a way to meet her. Then, without warning, heaven found favor on him. She turned and gifted him with a smile that had nearly brought him to his knees. 
 
    Seamus caught the shrill whistle of the wind through the cracks around the windows of the saloon. It had been the first and finest in Noelle and was currently used for Sunday services and other religious occasions. 
 
    Re-patching the windows with a bit of warm tar, among a host of other improvements, was something he’d been meaning to do once the frigid temperatures subsided. 
 
    All was going well in the little mining town that four months ago had teetered on the verge of becoming extinct. It would have, had it not been for the tenacious and enterprising Charlie Hardt and the reverend’s brilliant concept of making the pact with the railroad to build its line through town if a minimum of twelve marriages took place in a given time frame. Reverend Hammond might call it a miracle, but Seamus called it desperation of the men who had suffered long enough in the predominantly all-male population save that of the soiled doves of La Maison des Chats. 
 
    Yes, the town was now filled with happily married men and women, for the most part, given that none of them had dissolved. Investments in the resurgence of the mine—now with silver instead of gold—made by the townsfolk had begun to see a small return. And as the marriages had helped to improve Noelle, so, too, had the money being earned through those investments. It was being put back into the little town, progressing it from a handful of crude buildings to a burgeoning community. 
 
    For Seamus, however, none of the success from the mine or even the promised railroad line set to begin construction later in the spring was doing him one lick of good. 
 
    The festive spirit of the holiday weddings and the romance permeating the town had inspired Seamus to once again send for his wife. But, as before, there’d been no response. He’d sent several letters over the years, many containing his entire earnings asking her to join him in Noelle. Countless times he’d imagined waiting on the train platform in Junction and watching her get off the train and run into his arms. He’d help her into the Red Bird stage, the finest transportation in Noelle, fit for royalty, and take her back to the town where he’d worked his fingers to the bone to become a changed man—the man he wanted to be for her. And then she would shower him with her appreciation in a private reunion that would last well into the next morning. 
 
    Dreams. Nothing but dreams. 
 
    He stared at the honey-hued liquid. A tangle of emotions warred inside him. Why had he thought this time would be any different? His throat ached for a sip or two—simply to ease the pain, give him some much-needed perspective. 
 
    “How’s your day going, Malone?” 
 
    The stench of animal hides jabbed his senses even before the lumbering voice of the man issued the greeting. He slowly pulled his gaze from the whisky-mistress attempting to seduce him into one small taste. He found Zeke Kinnison eyeing him with curiosity. 
 
    “Hope I didn’t interrupt anything. Looked like you were deep in thought.” Zeke glanced around the empty room, then eyed the whisky bottle.  
 
    Seamus was well aware that most everyone in town, including Zeke, knew he had a drinking problem. It had been by the grace of God and Charlie Hardt, who’d found him selling mining wares and homemade whisky from a crude tent and for reasons that still stymied Seamus, had offered him a position as bartender of his newly built saloon--the Golden Nugget. 
 
    “I was.” Seamus slapped his palm to the table, blinked away the temptation, and faced his friend. He noticed the bundle of fur pelts slung over the man’s shoulder. “What brings you to town this fine day? The missus take opposition to that smell in her new house?” He let a wry grin curl one corner of his mouth. 
 
    A look of chagrin crossed Zeke’s face. “Getting used to being in town. But she suggested I keep the cabin for my hunting trips.” 
 
    “Meaning, leave your filthy hides where they won’t make a stench.” Seamus grinned. 
 
    Zeke scratched the stubble of his newly shorn beard, kept short since he’d married the love of his life less than three months ago. “Got to admit, still getting used to having a woman’s touch in my home.” 
 
    Seamus smiled at the memory of the attic room he and Norah had shared in her great-aunt’s house. He’d hit his head every time he got out of bed. But Norah had found a way to make it seem homey utilizing items that her aunt had stuffed in the rafters and forgotten. Seamus rubbed his hand absentmindedly over his heart and glanced at Zeke. “I suspect that’s true after living alone up there in the mountains for so long.” 
 
    The once-reclusive man nodded. “Well, I’ve come to town to check on my earnings from the mine investment. Going to need to get that second room of the new place finished. Found out we have a baby on the way.” 
 
    Seamus offered a hearty handshake at the news. “Congratulations, boyo, and blessings to you and Genevieve.” 
 
    “She needs ‘em. The morning sickness is doing quite the number on her these days.” He sighed. “And we’ve recently learned her uncle, the deacon who heads the board of the Society of Lost Lambs, is coming here to assess the town for that branch mission Genevieve and Penny Hardt want to build.” He shrugged. “The woman can be running to the outhouse one minute and sketching plans for the new mission in the next. I thought soldiers were tough.” 
 
    Seamus shrugged and stared at the whisky bottle. “Women are a mystery to be sure.” 
 
    Zeke dropped the bundle of pelts on the bar. “Figure my free days are going to be limited. You open for business?” 
 
    The thunk on his precious counter jarred Seamus from his introspection. “Straight away. Drink for the new father, on me, coming up.” He grabbed the bottle, and, walking behind the bar, placed a glass in front of Zeke. “This is the finest whisky in the state, family recipe,” he said, then glanced at the pelts. “Jesus, Mary, n’ Joseph, man, what have a told ye about laying yer pelts on me bar?” 
 
    Sure, time and use had marred its surface with a few scratches and pockmarks, but that didn’t prevent Seamus from keeping it polished so you’d see your reflection in the dark wood. It was a fine piece of workmanship built by Jack Peregrine, and if all went as planned he would enlist Jack’s help and likely Zeke’s, too, to aid him with expansion of the Nugget. But he hadn’t yet gotten around to drafting his proposal to Charlie Hardt to go into partnership. He’d had other things on his mind. 
 
    Seamus shook his head, pulling his thoughts back to the present. He poured the short glass full and licked his lips, the scent of the aged whisky luring him to join Zeke. “To fatherhood,” he said, shoving the glass perhaps a bit hastily into Zeke’s hand. 
 
    Zeke shot him a concerned look before raising it to his lips. 
 
    Seamus could almost taste the burn on his tongue. 
 
    “Any news on the railroad?” Zeke brushed the back of his hand across his mouth. 
 
    Grateful for the change in topic, Seamus tapped the cork back in the bottle and placed it in a special cabinet behind the bar. “Only that they were to start sometime in the spring. They aren’t saying when it’ll be ready for use.” He chuckled. 
 
    “As well as the silver mine seems to be doing, that’s going to mean more folks coming to Noelle. The male population in town has already doubled since word of the silver discovery got out.” Zeke raised his glass to study the color. “Which makes my sweet wife all the more determined to marry off every man in a fifty-mile radius of Noelle.” He glanced at Seamus. “Present company excluded, of course.” 
 
    Seamus cleared his throat. “I’ll just take these to the back.” He lifted the pelt bundle in his arms and started to leave. 
 
    “Seamus, wait. Clearly there’s something on your mind. Do you want to talk about it?” his new friend asked--new because it had only been recently that Zeke Kinnison had returned to Noelle, interested in being a part of the community.  
 
    Seamus had only been manager of the Nugget a few days when the explosion at the mine had killed Zeke’s younger brother, Clem. Having carried guilt of his own for so long, Seamus had understood the man striking out, becoming a recluse--until, barely escaping death at the jaws of a grizzly, he had been brought back to life by a Ute tribal leader. Zeke was a man of honor, often harder on himself than anyone else could be. But his story and finding his true love after twelve years gave Seamus hope that perhaps not all hope was lost when it came to his own marriage. 
 
    “A bit distracted by m’ thoughts, I s’pose. Sure, I’ll be right as rain when the mine starts delivering on my investment.” He offered a quick smile. That much was true. He had plans for his investment in the mine. Big plans to strike a deal for a fifty-fifty partnership with Charlie Hardt, owner of the Golden Nugget. Seamus could see Noelle expanding and he had a vision to bring the Nugget right alongside, starting with the addition of more rooms, finer rooms fit for dignitaries. And maybe a smaller dining room for guests so they wouldn’t have to face adverse weather to go across the street to the diner. And after the success of the Noelle talent show earlier in the year, Seamus had decided to keep the stage, maybe enlarge in order to bring in some of the quality traveling entertainment currently being offered only in the larger cities with opera houses. 
 
    “Hazarding a guess here, but I take it you haven’t had word from your wife yet?” Zeke leveled him a solemn look. Apparently, there was little Genevieve hadn’t shared with her new husband. Seamus wasn’t angry--he’d asked for her help. But in December, he’d gotten caught up in all the weddings and gone ahead with writing another note and sending more money—again, to no avail. Now he debated whether he should bother with the good matchmaker’s time in sending a note to his wife on his behalf. 
 
    Seamus dropped the pelts and looked at Zeke. “Seems you already know the story. Truth is, it’s you two who give me hope that time won’t diminish what’s meant to be.” He glanced at Zeke. “But no, I’ve heard nothing from her.” He sighed and shook his head. “Perhaps she no longer has need of me.” He picked up the rag and feigned rubbing a spot on the countertop. “Perhaps she’s found someone new.” 
 
    Zeke leaned an elbow on the counter. “Now, you listen to me, Malone,” he said, setting down his glass with careful ease. “That’s not the case. She’s scared, is all. Genevieve mentioned she’s living with relatives—I mean, she’s safe, has a warm home, and all she needs. And the two of you hadn’t been married that long before…well…” Zeke paused and looked away. 
 
    “Until I walked away,” Seamus filled in the unspoken truth. He shook his head. “She’d have booted me out, eventually. My drinking had become worse. She’d tried, but my stupidity wore her down.” He looked at Zeke. “What an eejit I was.” He shook his head. “I am.” 
 
    “You were young.” Zeke said. “Heaven knows we’ve all made choices we wish we hadn’t.” 
 
    He looked at the rugged mountain man who’d once served in the Union army in the War Between the States. Zeke and Genevieve’s story was, to those who knew them, the quintessential love story, with fate intervening more than a dozen year after a single kiss that would change their hearts forever. But their current happiness had not come without a heavy price. 
 
    “This mistake may not be so well forgiven, boyo.” Seamus chewed his lip in thought, remembering the look in Norah’s eyes the night he came home late, the stench of whisky on his breath, and informed his new bride of barely six months of his new plan to make a new life elsewhere for the two of them, so they could be out from under the clutches of her oppressive great-aunt. 
 
    *** 
 
    “This may well be the break we’ve needed, my love. I’ll not be traveling alone.” Seamus sat on the end of the small bed they shared stuffed into the cramped attic of her great-Aunt Mary-Margaret’s home. A widow now, she’d married a wealthy shipbuilder in her youth and had had the good sense to make sure she was on every purchase paper, every legal document, as an equal partner. It had been unheard of at the time in New York, but few said no to Mary-Margaret. She’d been as philanthropic and charitable as her dead husband, but the charity ended at the now-wealthy widow’s feet. 
 
    Norah Francis, his new bride, sighed and shook her head. She was as beautiful as she was strong, unafraid of much—with the exception of her great-aunt who’d threatened to return her to Ireland were she not to save face and marry Seamus instead of continuing to meet him in secret. Seamus admitted he had not been thinking with his brain, but since that smile in the marketplace, he’d lost his heart altogether. 
 
    Norah pinned him with a stern look “Ye would think ta just leave me behind, then”--she leaned toward him to fiercely whisper--“with the likes of her?” 
 
    “It would only be a few weeks. They say gold runs plentiful. So too opportunity for the discerning man.” He stared into those stormy sea-colored eyes knowing that he was the root of her anger. 
 
    “And what of the journey? Where will you go? How will you live? How will you earn enough to eat, to travel?” 
 
    Seamus glanced down at his folded hands. He’d not been around much these past few months, his work keeping him away night and day. And once or twice, when things were lean, he’d taken jobs that required dealing with undesirables. past few months. Working day and night to pay the rent for their keep. And, as of late, there’d been dissension among the various immigrant communities. Talk of fighting and the power struggles of the lower-class poor had made New York a dangerous place to make a living, if one was even lucky enough to find work. 
 
    Seamus met his wife’s steady gaze, her arms crossed protectively over her gown-covered breasts. Need rose in him every time he looked at her. Passion had drawn them to each other and to the rut in life they now found themselves in. “Norah Francis, my love, I’m doin’ this for you...for us.” He gestured with a sweep of his arm as he spoke. “Do you want to be livin’ forever like this? Stuffed up here in the attic like one of your great-aunt’s trunks?” He held her gaze, pleading for her to understand. “I want more for us than this.” 
 
    She eyed him and he could see her pride warring with her emotions. 
 
    Seamus gave her a wicked smile, reaching out to snag her billowy gown and tug her toward him. The filmy cotton felt like silk between his calloused fingers. His heart pounded with the knowledge of the satiny softness that lay beneath. 
 
    She snatched the gown from his grasp, batting away his advances. “You’ll not be changing my mind using temptation, Seamus Malone.” She launched him a stern look of warning. 
 
    He stood and held her gaze as he drew his shirt over his head and slid his suspenders down his brawny shoulders. The threadbare cotton undershirt he wore gave more than ample view of the solid muscle hewn from hard labor on the docks. “Why don’t we call it a day, my love.” He removed his undershirt, pleased that she hadn’t yet tossed the kerosene lamp at his head. He held out his hand, seeing the evidence of her arousal through her nightdress. 
 
    She leaned over and gently blew out the lamp’s flame. Slipping the gown over her shoulders, she let it fall to the floor and took his hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Have you considered simply going back to New York to fetch her yourself?” 
 
    Seamus was pulled back to the present. His body ached for his wife. He was no saint. On occasion over the last four years he’d succumbed more than once to the services of La Maison, not to mention visiting every frigid mountain lake in the area. But keeping busy with back-breaking physical labor had been the best deterrent to temptation. But without hope, his will against his needs grew weak. “To be sure, I’ve given it a great deal of thought,” Seamus answered, then looked away. After all this time, not knowing what she thought of him now, he had grave reservations. “The truth is, Zeke, I made her a slew of promises. Filled her head with my big dreams and look at me--no matter how you look at it, I’m still just a barkeep working for someone else.” He sighed. “I wanted to give her more—a nice home, respect in the community.” 
 
    Zeke frowned. “You already have the respect, man. If it’s a home you’re needing, I’m happy to help with that, just tell me where and when we start.” 
 
    “I’d hoped to have enough to buy land by now, but I’ve sent almost all I have back East to accommodate Norah’s keep with her great-aunt.” 
 
    Zeke appeared a bit surprised. “Her kin charges her for room and board?” 
 
    “Aye,” Seamus sighed. “But at least I know she’s safe and bein’ cared for.” He glanced at his friend. “I had hoped that by now she would have saved enough with the little extra I’d been sending to take a train out here. But I’ve not heard a peep from her.” 
 
    Seamus raked his fingers over his jaw in thought. He wanted to do right by her. Make her proud of his accomplishments. Make up for the pain he’d caused by leaving her the way he had. He’d tried several times in every letter to tell her that he hadn’t had a drop to drink since the day Hardt had showed faith in his abilities and offered him a position. It had been a step in the right direction after a long journey of miserable stops in small towns and odd jobs along the way. At first, his naïve excitement had caused him to see himself as an adventurer. His letters back then to his wife still conveyed the hopes and dreams he’d shared with her. But the idealistic view soon gave way to the reality that unscrupulous men were not exclusive to New York. After he’d lost all of his money and what few possessions he’d had, he no longer believed in dreams, but in determination and survival. It had only been since seeing the weddings recently in Noelle that he’d had the gumption to try again to save his marriage—if there was even one left to save. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time your wife heard from Genevieve. She’s been working on that letter you asked her to write. You could add a note of your own in it and let’s get it sent.” Zeke slapped Seamus on the shoulder. “We’ll convince her to come to Noelle, my friend. You’ll see.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    New York City 1877 
 
    “Norah? Norah Francis!” The insistent little bell echoed through the silent house, too much of a tomb for Norah this late winter day. She turned her gaze heavenward. 
 
    Four years. Not a single word from Seamus. He could be dead, though surely, she would have been notified somehow if that had been the case. Or worse, what if he’d found someone else? Four years…as an indentured servant to her great-aunt. 
 
    “Norah Francis?”  The screech of the old woman’s brittle voice caused a chill to rake over Norah’s heart. She should be grateful. The woman had taken her in even after her great-uncle passed. That had been the family connection to her da back in Ireland, but the woman was more than willing to bring her to America, offer her a better life. Norah had been reminded of the woman’s charity often, in particular when Norah spoke of perhaps going to seek out her husband’s whereabouts. At one point she even considered returning to her homeland, but there was little for her back there. Both parents now deceased, the farm sold off. No family able to take her in. No one. 
 
    Until she’d met Seamus. Walking along the market vendors near the docks one afternoon, she’d seen him unloading a ship. When he looked up and those forest green eyes had met hers, she’d lost her heart. He had a quick smile, eyes that twinkled with life, and a body that made her yearn. His youth and strength only enhanced his passion. Soon after, they began to meet in secret. He had filled her head with dreams of a better life, of how he wanted to have his own business one day, to make a life together so that when she walked down the street, people would say, “That’s Mrs. Malone.” He was tenacious and bull-headed, and when he’d looked at her with that twinkle, she’d have believed anything. And so, it was not long before she’d given him both her heart and virginity. Aghast when she’d discovered their clandestine meetings, her aunt had referred to Norah’s behavior as “no better than a whore.” Using her financial powers to save her social standing as well as Norah’s soul, her aunt had arranged that the two be married in a private church ceremony by Monsignor Stephens who was an old family friend. Norah knew the she must have tithed handsomely to receive the church’s acceptance on such short notice. With a handful of witnesses—one or two of her great-aunts’ trusted friends--they were married after midnight on St. Patrick’s Day. Norah had committed to memory the flickering glow of the candles on the altar, and the stony expression on the priest’s face as he spoke the sacred vows of marriage. She thought also how back home the wedding would have been forbidden during the Lenten season. The belief that the union would be cursed. She’d even taken precaution to offer her husband a traditional drink on their wedding night and she recited a Gaelic charm of protection to ensure his fidelity. Still, it had not been the happy wedding she’d always imagined. 
 
    But there’d been one bright spot, something that made living in servitude to her curmudgeonly great-aunt bearable: Seamus Malone’s smile. In it, her heart took wing that anything was possible. 
 
    But now that smile was gone. And where once there’d been hope, she now felt her heart beginning to turn to stone. She feared facing a future alone, feared that she would turn into a lonely, selfish woman like her great-aunt. Except for six months of wedded bliss—bliss in bed, if nothing else—her future now seemed stagnated in caring for this ungrateful woman whom she never was able to please. 
 
    “I’ll be there shortly, Mrs. Mulligan,” Norah said. She hated that there’d never been any familial ties with her aunt. The woman had insisted on treating her like a stranger even though Norah’s father and uncle had been related. Her Uncle Gerald Mulligan had left Ireland several years before with enterprising ideas to build his own fleet of ships. Hard work and tenacity had led to association with the likes of wealthy men such as John Jacob Astor, who had brought her uncle along during the boom in free trade with China. As a result, he’d made a fortune. When he passed, he’d left his shrewd widow holding a say within the company and social status that placed her in the elite sector of New York business. 
 
    From the day Norah had arrived on her doorstep with her few possessions, her great-aunt had made clear Norah’s place. Shortly after her arrival, all but one of the servants had been relieved of duties-- replaced by Norah, but without compensation. 
 
    “Young woman, you are aware that I prefer my tea precisely at half past the hour. Is it too much to ask that you plan your day accordingly?” her aunt said in her demeaning tone. 
 
    Norah cast an eye to the heavens, wondering if the Almighty had simply forgotten about her. To be sure, it appeared her husband had done that very thing. 
 
    She checked the cup, placed it on the silver tray and carried it carefully into the parlor. The dark gray skies of late February had precipitated a fire in the brick fireplace to ward off the chill in the room. 
 
    Her aunt sat by the fireside in her favorite chair. Her shawl was wrapped tightly around her shoulders and one foot—the one bothered by bunions—was propped on a footstool. Her legs were covered by a lap blanket. 
 
    “My sincere apologies, Mrs. Mulligan. I thought I should check the linens on the line to see if they would ready for pressing.” 
 
    American-born Mary-Margaret had had the good fortune of being raised in an affluent family compared to everyone that Norah had known. She’d attended a finishing school and had met her husband-to-be at a social gathering given by the Astors, who’d been looking for investors in the shipping business. Suffice it to say that Mary-Margaret had never had to make her own tea. 
 
    The old woman took a sip and her face puckered in a grimace. “It’s nearly like ice.” Her silvery brows knit as she frowned. “Take this back at once and bring me a proper cup of tea.” 
 
    Norah nodded and then noticed the small bottle hidden beneath her lap robe. “Yes, mum.” She ignored the woman’s sneaking whisky in her tea. At least it made her drowsy enough to nap, easing Norah’s day for a bit. 
 
    “And I want to see the menu for Sunday supper. I hope I don’t need to remind you of the very important guests we have coming. Monsignor Stephens is bringing a visiting seminarian and I want to make a good impression.” 
 
    “Yes, mum,” Norah said. “As soon as you approve the menu, I’ll take care of everything. She enjoyed having an excuse to cook. It gave her a sense of pride and purpose over and beyond the daily routine of rigid housekeeping. 
 
    Starting early on Sunday before mass, she put on a roast in a rich stock of potatoes, onions, carrots, and turnips—a favorite of the elderly priest who had married her and Seamus. The aroma of freshly baked Irish soda bread filled the house and she made an apple cake with custard sauce for dessert. 
 
    She both served and dined with the guests, relieved that, an hour into the meal, her aunt had not yet made a negative comment about her absent husband. 
 
    “Delightful meal, child. Simply delightful,” the elderly priest praised Norah’s cooking. 
 
    “I quite agree, Mrs. Malone,” the young seminarian stated politely. He was older than many seminarians, having decided later in life to join the priesthood. He had but a few months left before he completed his graduate work in seminary before his ordination. 
 
    “What prompted you to join the church, Father O’Flanagan?” Norah asked. She received a stern look from her great-aunt. 
 
    “Norah Marie Francis, I’ll not permit such a question of a man of the cloth,” she scolded. 
 
    Father Timothy O’Flanagan waved his hand, dismissing her aunt’s concerns. He smiled, the lines at the corners of his dark eyes deepening with his smile. “No harm done, Mrs. Mulligan. It is, indeed, a logical question. Many of my classmates in seminary are considerably younger.” He dabbed his mouth with the napkin. “After university, I traveled a bit and I met my wife. She and our child died less than a year after we married. I was devastated. Lost.” He paused as though collecting his thoughts. “I suppose it was then that I was drawn back to the church. I found peace there, and purpose. For a time, I reflected on my choices, and that led me to seminary. I’ll finish soon and then receive my ordination.” He smiled at Norah. “Not an exciting story, but there you have it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s encouraging to see that you’ve found a way through your loss,” Norah said quietly. She did not miss the look of concern on his face. The rest of the evening Norah studied the man. He was not overly handsome—any more than any man she’d seen, with exception to her Seamus. He was tall, broad-shouldered with a firm jaw and dark brown hair trimmed above his ears. What set him apart was his eyes—the contentment she saw in them. She would realize later as she stared at the dark ceiling of her room that it was that same contentment she sought in her life. He’d spoken directly to her, his kind gaze holding hers as though he’d sensed the hollowness of her soul. 
 
    The next day as Norah was carrying a bundle of folded bed linens to the stairway, a knock sounded on the door. Her aunt, who’d taken a sniffle, had chosen to remain in bed that morning. This meant Norah’s schedule would be upended with running to fetch for her aunt. 
 
    She placed the linens on the foyer table and opened the door to see a solemn-faced postal carrier dressed in a blue coat to ward off the incessant rain the city was experiencing.  
 
    “Mail delivery,” he said, handing her a stack of letters. Many had to go to the local post office to pick up mail. Her great-uncle had made certain that his mail was delivered directly into his hands. 
 
    “Thank you.” Norah took the bundle. 
 
    She stood at the open door, her gaze glued to the neat penmanship. A police whistle down the street pulled her from her reverie. She closed the door and walked into the parlor. 
 
    Sitting down, she held her breath as she stared at the letter. It was addressed to her. The return address indicated the name of a Mrs. Genevieve Kinnison. Curious, she opened the note and unfolded the paper.  
 
    Dear Mrs. Malone, 
 
    Norah’s breath caught. Seeing her married name in writing gave her a start.  
 
    I am writing on behalf of a Seamus Malone, who is not only a cherished friend of my husband and I, but a well-respected businessman in our town. I have only known Mr. Malone for a few months after arriving with a group of prospective wives to this lovely mining community. 
 
    Norah couldn’t understand why Seamus had asked this woman to write on his behalf. 
 
    Mr. Malone, after a number of failed attempts to reach you, has asked me to intervene on his behalf. His hope is that an objective assessment of his character might persuade you to respond. 
 
    Several attempts? Norah’s eyes blurred with watery tears and she had to blink to clear her vision. 
 
    Mr. Malone has, for these past four years, run one of the most prominent businesses in our town, The Golden Nugget Saloon, owned by Charlie Hardt, Noelle’s esteemed mayor and owner of our productive mine. Mr. Malone has confided in me the dreams he has to further expand the business into a successful hotel as a shining example of Noelle’s hospitality. 
 
    “A saloon?” Norah muttered, feeling as though the joy she’d felt was short-lived. 
 
    Please know that Mr. Malone was very respectful of your marriage. I find him to be a man of great integrity. He is hard-working, generous, and kind, as is evidenced by the earnings he has continued to send to you these past four years. I believe there was as many as a dozen (parcels) sent, each containing funds he requested be saved and used to join him here in Noelle when you are ready. 
 
    Norah’s hand flew to her mouth. What had happened to those letters? To the money? Norah searched the letter… 
 
    As was also stated in previous letters, Mr. Malone wished me to reiterate that he remains sober, having not touched a drink since the day Mayor Hardt hired him to manage his establishment. 
 
    You may wonder why he would ask me to write. That would be a fair and logical question. 
 
    First, these things I write are not being dictated to me. As head of the Benevolent Society of Lost Lambs, a church-based mission in Denver, it is my profession to observe, to study, both men and women. It is, I am humbled to say, in part why so many of the women I escorted to Noelle this past December have entered into successful unions. From my observation of human nature, I wish to assure you that whatever problems you may have experienced in the past can, with time and true, hard work, be turned into a life of immeasurable joy. 
 
    As such, Mr. Malone has scores of friends in Noelle, is respected as a businessman, and runs the saloon with the utmost pride and character… 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks, stinging the dryness from the harsh soap her aunt insisted she use to wash her linens. She read on. 
 
    Enclosed, you’ll find money Seamus asked me to send, with yet another request to join him in Noelle. 
 
    I do hope you will consider the heart of his request, as it is very evident to me he yearns for your companionship and has not ceased since we met in speaking of your beauty, strength, and intelligence. Most certainly, Noelle would welcome you with open arms, just as your husband would. I pray to hear from you. Whatever decision you make, I will respect, as will Seamus. He wants only your happiness, and if that means staying in New York, he has conceded to that possibility and will accept it.  
 
    This will be the last you will hear from him. He does not wish to interfere in your life if there is no love for him left in your heart. I do hope you will think carefully before choosing.  
 
    Seamus asked that you convey his regards to your aunt. He hopes that she is doing well and that the money he has sent over the years has been adequate in covering your room and board, as well as allow you to save for a train ticket. 
 
    Norah’s hand dropped into her lap. Cold dread in the pit of her stomach slowly turned into hot anger. In haste, she searched the last lines of the letter. 
 
    Norah, my love. I hope this finds you well. Words cannot express how my heart aches when I think of you. Your happiness is all that matters to me. But know, whatever you decide, I will forever hold you in my heart. 
 
    Your loving husband, 
 
    Seamus Malone 
 
    The chair she’d been sitting in fell over as she shot to her feet. Clutching the letter, she bypassed the stack of linens as she climbed the winding front stairs. The sound of her determined footsteps echoed in the empty hall. 
 
    She stopped in front of her aunt’s door, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and asked the good Lord not to allow harm to come to the wretched woman. Straightening her shoulders, she pushed open the door. 
 
    The startled old woman pushed upright, her face puckered in a grimacing frown. She fished for her spectacles on the night table. “What has gotten into you, child?” she grumbled, adjusting the glasses on her face. She blinked and peered at Norah, her unhappiness wrinkling her face like a prune. 
 
    “I want to know where my husband’s letters are. And further, what you’ve done with my money.” 
 
    Her aunt stared in silence for a moment, and then her chin lifted in the pious look she often wore when speaking to Norah. “You are better off without that scum, Norah Francis. He’s nothing but a drunk and always will be.” 
 
    “What right do ye have to be keeping all his letters from me? All the times he wanted me to join him? The money he sent and ye ne’er said a word? Not ever? Wasn’t it my choice to make?” 
 
    Her aunt dismissed the comment with a wave of her hand. “Bah, what sense do you have? Then or now, it would seem. Look, girl—look around you. Do you think he can offer you this?” She huffed. “A back room behind that saloon he runs…that den of sin, you can be assured?” 
 
    Norah couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “The money he sent—it is rightfully mine. It was meant for my travel. What have ye done with it?” 
 
    Her aunt let out an unladylike snort and, swinging her feet over the side of the bed, stood in her nightdress and cap. She pinned Norah with a nasty glare. “You ungrateful child. I welcomed you into my home. I fed and clothed you. Saw to it your soul is saved with communion each week. And this….” She tsked. “This is what I get in return?” 
 
    Norah’s ire rose and she prayed God might forgive what she was about to say. “Oh, you most certainly welcomed me. That much is true, but it was not for my sake that you took me in, but your own. From the day I arrived you’ve seen me as no more than a servant. Indeed, you sent all others away and left me to do your bidding from laundry to meals to running for you, hand and foot. I have worked my fingers to the bone, taken your selfish orders and been the brunt of your piety for the last time.” Norah held up the letter. “I am leaving now, Aunt Mary-Margaret, on the first train going west. And I do hope God gives you all you deserve.” 
 
    Norah ignored the old woman’s screams as she packed her few belongings, grabbed her cloak, and paused briefly at the door. 
 
    Her aunt grabbed the banister rail and peered down at her. “You leave now, child, don’t think my charity will be here when you discover that I was right about your low-life, drunk of a husband.” 
 
    Her raised voice followed Norah as she opened the door. “I’ll not take you in again,” her aunt bellowed. 
 
    The world outside seemed to look different. It suggested freedom and new adventure. Her family had sent her to this county for a better life. The life she’d been living was not truly living and it had nearly succeeded in suffocating the dreams she’d once shared with Seamus. 
 
    Norah took a deep breath. Freedom smelled wonderful. This was the start of a new day. “Goodbye, Aunt Mary-Margaret. You won’t have to worry about me returning.” She closed the door to the old woman’s agonizing pleas. 
 
    It was a long walk to the station. She’d passed by a vendor and bought an apple or two and a small loaf of bread for her journey, but with only one bag and a new adventure in front of her, her load was light, her mood lighter. 
 
    She was not able to afford the luxury of a sleeping car but was all the same in awe of the extravagance of the passenger cars with their high-back padded seats and polished wood interior. Finding a window seat, she was exhilarated by the panoramic view of the countryside as the train left the city. She thought of Seamus and how he must have felt looking out as the towns gave way to rolling prairies, some dotted with farms, but much still open and untamed. What dangers had he faced on his journey? Was it wise for her to travel unescorted? Would Seamus worry about her if he knew she was on her way? The thought gave her pause. She left without returning a response. He had no idea she was on her way. Even with Mrs. Kinnison’s glowing description of him, how might he have changed in these past years? She’d mentioned how well respected in town he was. Would she be enough for him now? Norah glanced at her chapped hands, raw from washing, her fingernails short and worn from scrubbing floors. She touched her cheek void of rouge, dry from constant exposure to lye soap. She’d have to guard her heart. Much may have changed with him in four years apart. 
 
    She was not naive to a man’s needs—his physical needs in particular—and she was certain there’d been plenty of women available who would have succumbed to Seamus’s charms. Had she not been held a virtual prisoner in her aunt’s home, she, too might have been tempted. Norah’s thoughts flitted to her recent friendship with Father Timothy. Though he was a man of the cloth, he was still a rugged example of the type of man who held her attention. In many ways, he’d reminded her of Seamus, most especially the passion he held for his dreams. 
 
    Three days later, she changed trains in St. Louis, astounded by the bustling town. Two days to Denver still lay ahead on this leg of her journey.  
 
    According to the conductor, from Denver she would take another train going west to a small place called Junction. When she asked the conductor, she was told that it was barely a town, but Noelle would be apprised of their arrival and usually have their stagecoach waiting to pick up passengers on to the bustling silver mine town. 
 
    Usually? Norah glanced up from her reading and noticed two men seated at the end of the passenger car. One man leaned his head against the wall, his mouth open, and snoring loudly. The other eyed her with interest that she did not welcome. She straightened her shoulders and lifted the bible higher in view, hoping to deter his attention. 
 
    In Denver she made quick time in changing trains, keeping watch over her shoulder to be certain the two men hadn’t followed her. Stepping up into her car, she realized that several more passengers had filled it. Searching her options, she found an empty seat directly across from an older gentleman and a young woman who appeared to be his daughter. The other option was the seat across the aisle from the two men she’d hoped to avoid. “Is this seat taken?” she asked. 
 
    The young woman looked up and smiled. “Please, we’d love the company. This is my first experience on a train.” Excitement made her blue eyes sparkle. She wore a frock that matched her eyes and her raven hair was worn in a thick braid covered by a matching blue bonnet. Her clothing suggested her traveling clothes were as new as her experience. “I’m Libby Rose Campbell, and this is my father, Deacon Garrett Campbell. We’re on a mission for the Methodist church in Denver.” 
 
    Norah sat down, careful to keep her hands shielded by her father’s bible in her lap. “I’m Norah Malone. I’m traveling to Noelle to meet my husband.” Whom I haven’t seen or spoken to in four years. 
 
    “Pleasure, Mrs. Malone.” The large man nodded. He frowned then and narrowed his gaze. “Did you say Noelle?” 
 
    “Aye, sir. My husband is employed there.” 
 
    “I see. One of the miners, perhaps?” 
 
    “Father,” his daughter scolded. 
 
    “It’s quite all right. It’s true many Irishmen did come out here hoping to stake claim to gold. But my husband is a businessman, and if the letter I received from a Mrs. Genevieve Kinnison…I believe that was her name….” She pulled the letter from her worn reticule. “Yes.” She unfolded the note. “If what Mrs. Kinnison says is true, he has become a well-respected businessman.” 
 
    Deacon Campbell smiled and tipped his head. “You must be very proud. There’s no doubt in my mind it’s true, if Genevieve says it’s so.” 
 
    “You know Mrs. Kinnison?” Norah did not mask her surprise. 
 
    “She was married to my nephew at one time. After his death in the war, my sister and Genevieve came to live with us in Denver. She soon became involved in the Benevolent Society of Lost Lambs, a mission developed when it was shown a need for a place where women might find shelter and support when there is nowhere else to turn.” 
 
    “My condolences for the loss of your nephew,” Norah said. “This mission is in Denver, you say?” 
 
    “It’s funded primarily through donations from the congregation and a few private donors,” Libby interjected with a smile. “We’re very proud of the work the mission has done in placing women with upstanding men. That’s how Genevieve came to be in Noelle. Last Christmas she brought twelve women to Noelle and successfully placed most of them in happy marriages.” She smiled at her father. “Including her own marriage to Mr. Kinnison. Her abilities as a woman inspired me to go to school, and now it is my hope to go out west and teach one day.” 
 
    “Genevieve has been an inspiration to us all back in Denver,” Deacon Campbell said. “Aside from meeting her new husband, we’re going out to Noelle to look at the possibility of building another home for the mission to serve the women in the area.” 
 
    As impressed as Norah was with the mission, she prayed she would never have need of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Seamus drummed his fingers nervously on the table. He sat across from the single most powerful businessman in the town of Noelle. Charlie Hardt, his boss and savior in some ways, and owner of many business ventures in Noelle including the silver mine, sat peering closely at the proposal Seamus had written with great effort. 
 
    “Well, now.” Charlie glanced at Seamus. “This is mighty ambitious.” 
 
    Seamus knew this was his moment to sell his idea. He needed this partnership--needed something that would show Norah that what Genevieve had written about him was true. 
 
    “Aye, Mr. Hardt. Surely, you’ve seen the numbers of miners comin’ to town and no doubt they’ve families waiting to come ‘n join them. Those who are single will mostly certainly capture Mrs. Kinnison’s eye and that of your good wife, once they get their mission built.” 
 
    Charlie Hardt cleared his throat, chewing on that thought. “Mrs. Kinnison’s effort, along with the Denver church mission has done a great deal to save this town, I can’t deny that.” 
 
    “Indeed, sir, brought you yer lovely wife, to be sure,” Seamus said and stood, hoping to offer a better perspective. “Think of it, sir--the Nugget the premiere hotel and saloon in Noelle.” He gestured to the stairwell. “We’d add more rooms and decorate them fit for our state’s dignitaries. I’m thinking Jack Peregrine and Zeke with their carpentry skills could help expand the saloon to one side and we could add a small dining room for hotel guests on the other side.” Seamus described in great detail his bold vision. “Over there, we’ve kept that stage we used last month for the talent show and I’m thinking why not make it bigger, add lighting, and some fancy curtains like you see in the opera houses in places like Denver and Chicago.” 
 
    Charlie cocked his head and studied the tiny stage at the other end of the saloon. “Why can’t we just use the stage we have?” 
 
    Seamus understood the man’s misgivings. Charlie liked making money, and he wasn’t a skinflint. But he’d have to have good reason for investing the amount of money required for the expansion Seamus envisioned. “You’re right, sir. It’s ambitious. But Noelle is growing by leaps and bounds. And we…the Nugget…need to grow along with it.” Seamus shrugged. “Or else someone else is going to come in and take advantage of the opportunity here.” 
 
    Charlie narrowed his gaze as he looked around the room. 
 
    Seamus held his breath, a hopeful smile on his face as he let the vision take hold in the Texas-born entrepreneur’s mind. 
 
    “No, you’re right, we wouldn’t want to give some claim jumper a chance to steal off with our best assets. We have to mine the opportunity ourselves, make an investment in our future,” he said, rubbing his chin in thought. 
 
    “Aye,” Seamus said. “That’s why I think we should start building as soon as we’re able.” 
 
    “Hallelujah! Am I finally going to get that church you been promising me?” 
 
    Startled, Seamus looked over his shoulder just as Reverend Hammond walked into the saloon. The smile on the pastor’s face couldn’t have gotten much wider. 
 
    “This is serendipitous news.” The reverend’s smile faded as quickly as he’d arrived. “I don’t remember having a meeting today. Did I miss something?” Reverend Hammond pulled out a chair, sat, and dropped his hat on the table. “You happen to have any coffee made, Seamus?” he asked. 
 
    It was midday on a Friday afternoon. Most of the men were up in the mines. He glanced at Charlie, who appeared increasingly uncomfortable with the turn of events. “I do. Comin’ right up. A strong cup of coffee is a fine idea,” Seamus said, and hurried to the kitchen. Hastily, he filled three cups from the pot that had been on the stove most of the day. He had hoped to get back before Charlie had time to explain they’d not been discussing a new church. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Seamus brought in the cups of steaming coffee, wishing he’d added whisky to them. 
 
    “Charlie. Seriously? We’re not talking much. Just a simple one-room building with a pulpit, a steeple, and a few pews. I’d even be willing to add tables in there for a schoolhouse, if Noelle should ever come by getting a teacher.” Reverend Hammond sat back and crossed his arms over his chest 
 
    “Here we are, gents. Left out the whisky, though, unless you….” Seamus attempted to defuse the tension with a smile. 
 
    The reverend dismissed the offer and took a sip of coffee and his scowl grew deeper. 
 
    Seamus sat down. “I take it then, Charlie’s mentioned my idea regarding the Nugget expansion?” 
 
    The reverend looked from one man to the other. “What I’m hearing is my church is being delayed again.” 
 
    “Simmer down, Chase.” Charlie lifted his hand. “I made you a promise and I intend to keep it. I think you should hear, for the sake of discussion, what Seamus has to say.” 
 
    “Thank ye, Charlie.” Seamus cleared his throat. “On the bright side, Reverend, it would solve yer room issues by giving you and yer wife more privacy.” 
 
    Reverend Hammond shook his head. “Now, Seamus, you know the missus and I are mighty grateful to be living rent-free upstairs in exchange for performing Sunday church services, but since we’ve been married,” he said, shaking his head. “Privacy has proven to a challenge.” He grimaced. “And the ruckus down here on Saturday nights—Lord have mercy.” 
 
    Seamus nodded, fueled with the desire to convince the reverend that he would benefit as much from the proposed idea. 
 
    “What I’ve proposed to Charlie is an expansion that will benefit the town. With the new rail road, there will be more people. More people who will need a nice place to stay when they are visiting.” He paused before continuing. “I’d like to expand the Nugget into a fine hotel with more rooms, rooms that are spacious and finely decorated. We’d still have the saloon, of course with a bit of spit and polish to refine it, as well as add in the Nuggets own opera house.” 
 
    Reverend Hammond’s coffee spewed from his mouth. He swiped his hand over his chin. “Opera house?” 
 
    Seamus raised his hands. “More of an expansion of our current stage, really.” 
 
    The preacher swung his gaze to Charlie. “You’d expand this saloon before building me a church?” 
 
    The reverend was not taking kindly to the idea. He stood and braced his hands on the back of his chair. “I don’t need to remind either of you how important it is to have a religious base in any community.” He shook his head. “And God knows I’ve tried. And I didn’t mind so much when it was just me. But I have a wife now, fellas. And she deserves a place of her own—a place where she doesn’t have to listen to the hootin’ and hollerin’ going on every night.” He glanced at Seamus. “No offense, Seamus.” 
 
    Seamus dismissed the reverend’s apology, pretty much right along with his proposal. The silver mine profits were steady, but there wasn’t yet enough to cover the expenses of building a church, a rectory, and renovating the saloon. 
 
    “And another thing. I’ve noticed the men, especially the miners, aren’t interested in Sunday services,” he said. “They’re more interested in the card games held here on Sunday afternoon.” 
 
    “I understand your point, Chase,” Charlie said, trying to soothe the pastor’s ruffled feathers. 
 
    “And with Noelle growing so fast, we’re going to need to accommodate the folks coming to town who may be interested in staying here, maybe opening a business.” Seamus leaned forward to remind Charlie of the importance of his proposal, hoping the desperation he felt wasn’t coming through in his voice. 
 
    Reverend Hammond nodded. “While I do agree with you, Seamus—truly, I do—you must remember who instigated the idea of bringing in brides to prove to the railroad folk that Noelle was a viable, progressive community.” 
 
    Seamus leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “But the fact remains, I am a married man now and my bride deserves a home,” the reverend added. 
 
    Charlie cleared his throat. “, that promise included only a church.” 
 
    “Well, now, Charlie, where’d you think we’d live? Do you expect us to sleep on the pews?” 
 
    Seamus could count the number of times on one hand that he’d heard the preacher raise his voice in frustration. “Reverend, you wouldn’t need to sleep on pews with the nice room we could offer you with the renovations,” Seamus interjected. 
 
    “Gentlemen.” Charlie held his hands up to defuse the escalating discussion. “Enough, now.” He glanced from one man to the other. 
 
    Seamus knew that Charlie was a fair man, a devout man, but the Texas-born entrepreneur had a soft spot when it came to the possibility of making money. Still, Seamus knew that Charlie would research every angle to a gnat’s eyebrow before rendering a decision. 
 
    “Charlie,” Reverend Hammond said, and not without heavy disbelief. 
 
    “Mr. Hardt, sir.” Seamus pushed his case. He needed this partnership in writing. Something that he could show Norah to prove that he owned--if only in part--his own business. 
 
    Charlie tapped the pages of Seamus’s proposal and folded them in half. Standing, he tucked them in his jacket pocket. “What we have here are two very good ideas. Both would benefit Noelle a great deal, though in different ways.” Charlie looked from one man to the other. “But, unless we can find a way to pay for both, we can only afford one project at a time.” 
 
    Seamus met the reverend’s gaze. 
 
    “I trust the two of you will think on this and together we might find a workable solution.” Charlie grabbed the lapel of his jacket. “I like to think of Noelle as one big family. Sometimes we need to make sacrifices for one another for the good of all.” 
 
    Seamus sighed. He couldn’t in good conscience dispute that the reverend hadn’t been doing a heap of sacrificing these days, especially since taking a new bride. Seamus nodded. “I’ll see what ideas I can come up with on my part.” 
 
    The reverend smiled. “And maybe I can get Felicity to come up with a fundraiser to help with the church.” 
 
    Charlie grinned. “Now, that’s the kind of town spirit I like to see.” 
 
    Reverend Hammond stood. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, my lovely wife and I have been invited to the Kinnisons’ for afternoon tea. Apparently, Genevieve has news she wishes to share.” 
 
    At that moment, Felicity Hammond appeared at the top of the saloon stairs. She was a beautiful, refined woman. It gave Seamus pause to consider the pastor’s concern. It also made him wonder how Norah would feel about living above the saloon at least until he could afford to build them a proper house. He stood as she descended the stairs and took her husband’s arm. 
 
    “If you gentlemen are finished, I’d like to steal my husband away for a bit.” She smiled at him, and the exchange between the happy lovers made Seamus’s heart ache. 
 
    “Ready when you are, my dear,” the reverend said, steering her toward the door. 
 
    Charlie started to follow. 
 
    “Mr. Hardt, if I may have a moment?” Seamus stopped him. 
 
    “Seamus, your proposal has merit. I like it just fine. But you see my predicament.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. I do,” Seamus said. “But on the point of partnership specifically…would you be needing time to think on that, sir?” If he could so much as get a handshake that a man the likes of Charlie Hardt would agree to a fifty-fifty partnership, surely his wife would be impressed. 
 
    Charlie studied him. “I’ve always known you were a hard worker and there’s been no man more loyal to me. You come up with a way that we can finance both projects, and you’ve got yourself a partner. How’s that?” Charlie held out his hand, waiting for Seamus to agree. 
 
    Without a clue of how he intended to go about it, Seamus gripped the man’s hand in a firm handshake. “Aye, Mr. Hardt. Agreed.” 
 
    Charlie smiled and gave Seamus a wink. “I have faith in you.” 
 
      
 
    Later that afternoon, Seamus considered the irony of his boss’s words. Trying to come up with the means to fund renovations of the Nugget and build the reverend a new church was going to take something short of a miracle. And if business continued to slack as it had the last couple of days, that miracle couldn’t come soon enough. 
 
    He stared over the empty room, polishing the last of the glasses he’d washed. He needed to find a way to make revenue and get the miners spending their money in the saloon again. Many, he understood, were simply bone-weary and after a few drinks were ready to turn in, preparing to start work early the next day. And he’d heard a rumor that there was a band of musicians who were offering cheap entertainment down in the tent community. Seamus decided to speak with them and offer them the chance to perform in the saloon on Saturday evenings. But he’d have to pay them for their time and there again was his trouble. 
 
    Seamus glanced at the cabinet where he kept his special recipe whisky. The very same that he’d once sold to miners out of a tent when he had arrived in Noelle. It was Norah’s grand-da’s recipe. It had been famous back in Ireland, and Seamus hadn’t told Norah that he’d been making and selling it. After being hired by Charlie Hardt, he kept the two cases he’d made on reserve, waiting for the right time to find a way to distribute it to a wider market. 
 
    The saloon door creaked open and, in the late afternoon shadows, a small figure entered. 
 
    “Felice?” He frowned, pushing past his previous thoughts. It wasn’t entirely unusual for the brothels to send a runner up to the saloon if the liquor cabinet ran dry. For years, Seamus had replenished stock at La Maison, once run by Madam Bonheur. But since the madam had fled Noelle on an attempted murder charge and La Maison burned to the ground last month, it had been pretty quiet. He’d heard rumblings that Felice had taken over the abandoned saloon across the street and was renting it from Hardt, opening her own establishment on what Charlie had dubbed “entertainment row.” 
 
    “Come up with a name for your place yet?” he asked as she adjusted her fringed shawl around her shoulders. Beneath she wore a frilly dress that appeared too large, given how low it dipped, exposing a good amount of skin. 
 
    She sashayed across the room, letting the shawl drop seductively. She smiled when she noticed Seamus’s hardened gaze. 
 
    “Seamus, honey. I’m in a real pickle. I sure hope you can help me,” said the blonde in her soft, squeaky voice. She dropped her shawl on a chair as she walked toward him. Seamus drew in a quiet breath. The thin fabric showed her underpinnings. She paused and smiled, no doubt at his hungry expression. Good lord in heaven, the woman knew what a man craved. She wore her blonde curls swept off her neck and secured with glittering combs, highlighting the graceful curve of her neck. Her alabaster skin was supple and smooth in contrast to the rough callouses of a man hands. Her cheeks were blushed just enough to entice, and her lips, rouged to a rosy pink, were a temptation to any man. Her waterlily-scented bathwater wafted across the room, tickling his senses. 
 
    Seamus blinked. “I’m sorry, what’d you say? What is it you’d be needing, Felice?” He looked away before God could strike him down for his thoughts. He forced them to Norah, how she’d looked at him the last night they were together. He turned his back to check the stock on the shelves and see what he and his new partner (at least in his mind) could afford to sell. He felt a hand slide down over his trousers. 
 
    “What I need, Seamus Malone, is some of this fine, Irish—” 
 
    “Whisky, Felice,” he said, taking her hand and dropping it at her side. 
 
    She gave him a little pout, and then her face came alive in a bright smile as she batted her lashes above captivating blue eyes. Rumor was, she’d left her husband and child to find success in the theater. Given the woman’s flair for the dramatic, the fact that she’d not made it in show business puzzled the heck out of him. 
 
    “I need something special, Seamus.” Her gaze took him in, head to foot. “Something that will set my place apart from all the other places on the row.” 
 
    His gaze narrowed. “What’d you have in mind?” 
 
    She twirled a corkscrew tendril around her finger. “One of my regulars who’s back in town working the mine was talking about a special homemade whisky you once sold to the miners.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” He eyed the petite woman. 
 
    “Said it was the best he’d ever drank.” She cocked her head. “I don’t suppose you’d have any of that famous whisky left, would you?” 
 
    And there it was. Like a sign from above. Sure, it had some risk, but maybe the old family recipe of Norah’s grand-da should be resurrected. He’d set aside for years, not having the time, and working hard to set an example for his boss. He needed something that would raise money. Maybe a few bottles sold locally, a few glasses served slightly higher than the standard fare, let news travel, and create a demand. He mentally counted how many bottles he had tucked back in the storeroom off the kitchen. 
 
    “It’s me private whisky, Felice. An old family recipe. Top o’ the line.” He gave her a wink. “It dunna come cheap.” 
 
    She gave him a wry smile. “Neither do I, honey.” 
 
    “How much you got?” he asked, already calculating how fast he could rebuild a new still, get more bottles, maybe have a fancy new label made to showcase his fine Irish-made whisky. 
 
    Felice planted her hand on her hip and, with a sultry smile, tugged at the lace ribbon of her bodice. “More than enough for the likes of you, honey.” 
 
    Seamus reached out and grabbed her wrist. “I mean, money. How much are you willing to pay?” he asked.  
 
    Her beautiful face crumpled in a frown. He’d offended her. 
 
    Seamus raised his brows, waiting. Business was business, and few in town understood that concept better than Felice. 
 
    “Same as the liquor we’ve bought before?” She patted her hair and gave him a side glance. “Two bits.” 
 
    “Two dollars.” 
 
    Her plump little mouth dropped open. “Two dollars?” 
 
    “Per bottle. This is a well-guarded family recipe, darlin’. And don’t tell me you don’t have that kind of money, Felice. We both know who makes the most money in this town next to Hardt.” 
 
    She preened a little to that comment, then shrugged. 
 
    Seamus was not to be detoured. “Further, you’ll be signing a contract exclusive to me and the Golden Nugget to purchase any and all liquor for your business.” He was thinking by the seat of his pants. 
 
    She didn’t look convinced. “What’s in it for me?” she asked. 
 
    “I tell you what, if you send me a new client, I’ll take a few bits off your next order.” 
 
    “I should be livid with you, Seamus Malone. Why, what you propose is nothing but plain horse-thievin’. You never charged Madam Bonheur such prices.” 
 
    “Madam Bonhuer never got any of my whisky,” Seamus said with his most charming smile. 
 
    “Well, then,” she said stepping around the bar and pressing herself against him. “If I say yes, maybe together we might find a way to seal our little partnership. Maybe have a little fun?” She giggled as she slinked her arms around his neck and planted a kiss on his cheek. 
 
    Seamus placed his hands on her shoulders, intent on pushing her away. He froze when he heard the sound of a man clearing his throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Is this the Golden Nugget? The stagecoach experienced a bit of trouble and needed repair, which is why we’re late. It was suggested that here is where our traveling companion might find a Mr. Seamus Malone?” 
 
    Seamus heard nothing of what the man said, his words like the drone of a beehive in the back of his brain. He stared at the trio standing in the middle of the saloon, unable to trust his eyes. “Norah? What in bloody blazes are you doing here?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Norah could only stare at the scantily dressed woman as she adjusted her frock. 
 
    “Well, that’s a fine thank you I get for offering my services, Seamus Malone,” the petite woman blurted indignantly. 
 
    Norah felt as though a giant hand had reached in and twisted her stomach. She sensed something pressing her arm and startled turned to look into the concerned face of Libby Rose Campbell. The two had become fast friends on the train from Denver, both equally excited about their adventure and what excitement lay ahead in Noelle. Norah had been all too thrilled to share the praises their kin Genevieve Kinnison had written about her husband. Nothing at all like the man she found in the arms of a painted woman. 
 
    “Norah. I can’t believe you’re here. Why didn’t you…write?” Seamus stumbled over his words. 
 
    That would have given you ample time to send your tart back to the brothel, she thought. Norah’s toes squished inside her stockings that were sodden with the ice and snow that had seeped through her thin-soled shoes. The stage had broken down not long into their journey and they’d had to stand in the elements while the stage driver made the repairs. Norah took in the tiny beauty, her face painted with rouge in contrast to Norah’s pale skin, her clothes fancy in comparison to Norah’s mud-soaked skirt. 
 
    Libby leaned close. “Is this your husband,” she whispered. 
 
    Norah was asking herself the same question. Mustering her courage, she focused her attention on Seamus. “I can see you weren’t expecting me.” 
 
    At that moment, the saloon door opened and in walked a large man. He wore animal skin britches and leather boots with fringe hanging from them. He glanced at the trio and then at Seamus and, from the look on his face, had sensed immediately the obvious tension in the room. 
 
    Deacon Campbell stepped up to the man and greeted him with a handshake. “My name is Deacon Garret Campbell. This”--he turned to Libby-- “is my daughter, Libby Rose. We’re looking for my niece, Mrs. Genevieve Kinnison.” 
 
    “I’m…uh, Zeke Kinnison, Deacon. Genevieve sent me up here when we heard the stage had arrived. You’re a little late. Did you have some trouble?” he asked. 
 
    The good deacon shifted his belongings and tipped his head to his daughter. “We can talk more about it, Mr. Kinnison. We’d like to see Genevieve, if I might.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ve got the wagon out front.” Zeke stepped forward and picked up Libby’s bag. “If you’ll follow me.” 
 
    It appeared the deacon and his daughter couldn’t wait to extract themselves from their current situation. 
 
    “I’ll call on you tomorrow.” Libby patted Norah’s arm. 
 
    Norah straightened her shoulders, her fierce resolve arming her backbone with the idea that she didn’t plan to stay and she’d be on the first stage back to the railroad depot in Junction. “Thank you. I’ll be fine.” She refused to let Seamus think she was going to fall apart due to his indiscretion. 
 
    “Libby, Mr. Kinnison is waiting,” her father said quietly. 
 
    Norah watched them leave. She turned to find Seamus walking towards her. “Not another step,” she said, stopping him with an upturned hand. He had the audacity to look puzzled. Over his shoulder she noticed the pretty woman helping herself to a glass of whisky. Apparently, she felt at home there in the saloon. “Don’t let me keep you from your guest. I’ll just be needin’ a room for the night. Tomorrow I’ll be takin’ the stage back to Junction depot.” 
 
    “What? No.” He followed her gaze. “My guest? Hey, see now. You’ll pay for that,” he pointed at the woman as he walked back to the bar, then promptly turned on his heel. “And no, I wasn’t expecting you. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, Norah—it’s been years since I’ve heard a peep--” He glanced over his shoulder as though realizing her thoughts. 
 
    “Now, Norah, this is not at all what yer thinkin’,” Seamus held up his hands. 
 
    “Given a few more minutes and it very well could have been,” the pretty woman piped up as she raised her glass. 
 
    “Shut yer trap, Felice,” Seamus growled. 
 
    The woman, whose name reminded Norah of a French ewe, sidled up next to him. She gave Norah a once-over and raised one perfect brow. “This friend of yours doesn’t quite suit your taste in women, honey.” 
 
    Norah’s hair, kinked fuller by the cold, wet air, had long since escaped its bindings in an unruly profusion around her head. She wanted nothing more than her dry nightclothes, a warm bed, and a ride tomorrow morning on the next stage out of Noelle. “A room?” Norah held the gaze of the man she once called her husband. The man she thought she knew. It made her wonder what kind of lies he’d written in all the letters he’d sent. Worse, she wondered if her aunt hadn’t been right about him all along. 
 
    “Of course, just let me clean up and get rid of Felice.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” The woman’s mouth dropped open in surprise as she followed him and leaned against the end of the bar. “Is that any way to start our new partnership?” She offered him a sultry pout. 
 
    Norah hugged her bag against her chest, eyeing the woman holding the whisky glass like a queen. 
 
    Seamus had the good sense at least to appear chagrined. “Felice and I are business associates. She’s agreed to purchase all liquor from me…er, uh, the Nugget, for her establishment.” 
 
    It was Norah’s turn to assess the woman. “I can only imagine what business that might be.” 
 
    Felice accepted the challenge. “Oh, so you do have a bit of spit in you.” She grinned. “That will help. Men like fiery women.” She glanced at Seamus. “Don’t they, honey?” 
 
    Norah narrowed her gaze. She might not wear fancy clothes or cover her face in rouge and powders, but she could fight as well as any man. And short of wanting to bust a whisky bottle over Seamus’s head, she considered the pleasure she’d have in tugging those golden, halo curls until the woman screamed for mercy. 
 
    “And don’t forget, Seamus. You promised me two bottles of your special recipe whisky.” She reached between her ample breasts and pulled out a coin purse. Digging inside, she lay several coins on the bar. 
 
    Norah caught the nervous glance Seamus gave her. She watched him stoop over and unlock a cabinet behind the bar. 
 
    Felice leaned over the edge and made a throaty sound of appreciation, apparently of her husband’s backside. 
 
    “Felice, I’ll kindly ask that you might have a bit more respect for—" 
 
    Enough of this malarkey. Regardless of whether she left tomorrow or not, she wasn’t going to stand by and be humiliated by this painted-up tart. Norah faced the woman, reached out and slipped the half-full whisky glass from her hand. “We’ve not been properly introduced, Fleece,” she mispronounced her name and tossed the remainder of the drink at the woman’s face. 
 
    Seamus mouth hung open as he realized what had happened. 
 
    “The name’s Norah…Norah Francis Malone.” 
 
    Sputtering, Felice tugged her soaked camisole from her chest. “You’re his sister?” she said, blinking in surprise. 
 
    “Wife,” Norah answered the same time as did Seamus. 
 
    Norah’s gaze fell on the clear bottles filled with a honey brown liquor that she recognized a mile away. She’d helped Grand Da too many times to count when he’d bottled his special whisky. The clarity of the whisky was unmistakable. And in the old country among those with fine taste, her grand- da’s whisky was renown. “And what is this?” she asked. 
 
    Seamus wrapped a hand around one of the bottles. “That’s one of the things I wanted to talk with you about...I wrote about it in the…never mind. The point is, when I arrived here in Noelle, I made a few bottles of your grand-da’s special recipe. It did well enough, but without the contacts, I put a few bottles in reserve waiting for the right time to be able to get a better distribution. With Felice’s contacts, I believe we can finally make that happen. I even thought about putting your grand da’s name on the label.” 
 
    “You’ve been selling whisky from the recipe handed down to me for generations in my family? I entrusted that to you for safekeeping.” 
 
    Felice glanced up from dabbing her clothes. 
 
    “Entrusted to me to use as I saw fit,” Seamus countered. 
 
    “Well, it seems you have found the perfect business partner, one used to living off other people,” she spat back. She searched for something to throw at him, but all she had was her bag. She heaved it with all her might at his head. 
 
    “I haven’t been selling it. Not in years, anyway. And further, I sent you the majority of the profits.” 
 
    She had indeed rankled him. And so what if his letters had been deflected and she’d never seen one cent until Genevieve’s letter? He’d pilfered her grand-da’s recipe without her consent, but even that paled in comparison to going into business with a whore. “I canna believe I took a train halfway across the country, hoping to surprise you--”  
 
    “That would be a fair assessment,” Felice interjected. 
 
    Seamus pointed his finger at Felice, then shook his head as he scooted around the bar and nearly bowled Felice over in the process. He stood in front of Norah. “I couldn’t be more--” 
 
    “Surprised?” she said. “Yes, I can see that you are. And I’m sorry it seems I walked in on your little business transaction regarding my family’s legacy.” Her heart felt ripped in two. What had she expected after all this time? That he’d have been celibate? The truth didn’t lessen the sting. But her Irish pride refused to let either of them see her pain. 
 
    “You didn’t, Norah. You’re seeing what you want here,” he said placing his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “Oh, no. To be sure I’m not. Though I have to wonder what more I might have been privy to had I arrived later.” It tore her apart to look in his eyes, remembering how he’d once looked at her, like she was the only woman in his life. She was angry, hurt, and more than a bit humiliated. “How could you? And after all the things Mrs. Kinnison preached in her letter about how well-respected, what a man of integrity you are.” She blinked away the tears of frustration pooling in her eyes, angry at herself for allowing him to see her cry. 
 
    “If you’d let me explain,” he said. 
 
    “I’m going to scoot on home. We can pick up where we left off later, Seamus, honey.” 
 
    Norah turned her fiery gaze on the woman. 
 
    Felice gripped the bottles and hurried out the door. 
 
    Norah shrugged from his grasp and scooped up her bag. “I assume given that the stagecoach driver recommended this place that the rooms upstairs are not otherwise currently occupied with more tarts the likes of her? If so,” she said. “I’d sooner sleep in a barn.” 
 
    Seamus stared at her a moment, then stated calmly. “The Nugget’s residents are some of Noelle’s finest, thank you very much. They include Reverend Hammond and his wife, and the new bank manager and his wife, who are currently on a business trip to Denver.” 
 
    Norah could see questioning his establishment that she’d touched a nerve. Fine, let him stew. Given what she’d walked in on he still had a lot to explain. But she was tired, soaked and cold to the bone and in no mood to hear anything he had to say, particularly with that rouge still on his cheek. 
 
    “Let me get a key and I can show you to your room.” He fetched one from beneath the bar’s counter and met her at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    She held out her hand. “I’ll find it myself, all the same.” 
 
    “Norah. Would you stop being so bloody stubborn. Let’s sit down and calmly talk this through.” 
 
    She’d imagined a reunion so far different than this. Better to cut things off and not prolong the pain. The truth was clear to her. They had changed in these past for years. “The key, if you please.” She pushed her palm toward him. 
 
    He studied her face, released a heavy sigh, and dangled the key in front of her hand. As she reached for it, he grabbed her arm and pulled her against him. 
 
    In an instant, his lips were on hers, crushing them, his determined need bruising her mouth. Any other time, she’d have helped him tear off his clothes, meeting him with equal passion. 
 
    But things were not the same. She’d found out too late. She tore from his grasp, angry how her treacherous body betrayed her anger. Norah started up the steps and refused to look back. 
 
    “You’re a stubborn woman, Norah Malone.” 
 
    “And a bloody fool for having not seen what a snake-charmer you are, Mr. Malone. You might wish to wipe that rouge from your face.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After a fitful night of tears, tossing and turning on the single bed, Norah wondered if she’d ever find happiness. Perhaps it was a family curse. Look at her da and ma, losing all they’d worked for their entire lives. Her aunt, who loved her social standing and material wealth more than family. 
 
    She pressed her fingers to her forehead and rubbed the throbbing ache that could not begin to match that in her heart. Seamus had been, from the day she met him, her hope that life could be as grand as a fairytale. Despite his recklessness, she had fallen hard and fast and learned what sorrow can come from giving your heart to such a man. 
 
    A soft knock on the door jostled her from her thoughts. 
 
    “Norah?” A moment ticked by. “Norah, it’s Seamus. Are you awake?” 
 
    Norah stared at the threadbare curtains over the murky windows covered with a season of cold and mud. The sun had barely broken through the dank gray sky. It made her pine for home…home in Ireland where life had once been simple. Where you knew you were loved. She glanced down at the timepiece she wore on a ribbon around her neck. It had been the only thing her great-aunt had ever given her. “To make certain you are on time with your duties,” she’d told her. 
 
    She turned as the doorknob jiggled, grateful she’d made certain it was locked, praying he didn’t have an extra key. Her eyes stung, dry from crying, when fresh tears threatened to give her presence away. Norah clamped her hand over her mouth to stifle a sob. There was the soft murmur of voices and then she heard his footsteps descending the stairs. 
 
    Her stomach growled and she realized that she’d not eaten since eating her last apple on the train from Denver. Swiping her eyes, she found a pitcher of water by the washstand and splashed her face. Brushing through her hair in haste, she set her jaw firm as the tangles fought her resolve to pick herself up and move on with her life. Pulling her unruly tendrils up, she used a leather clip to hold them in place. She could do nothing about the hem of her skirt darkened with mud, but she changed her blouse and stepped back to look in the dim mirror. 
 
    Another knock sounded on the door. Realizing from her watch that she’d been preening for more than an hour motivated her to find out when the next stagecoach was to leave. 
 
    “Yes?” she said standing at the door, praying Seamus hadn’t returned. 
 
    “It’s Libby. I thought you might like to get something to eat. I passed by a diner on my walk here.” 
 
    Norah opened the door and met Libby’s smiling face. 
 
    “I said a prayer for you last night. How are you doing today?” she asked. 
 
    A wave of dizziness washed over Norah. “Let me get my shawl and we can talk over breakfast.” 
 
    Libby nodded and waited in the hall. 
 
    Norah pulled shut the door and slipped the key into her reticule. “Oh, wait. Did you happen to see Seamus downstairs?” she asked her new friend. 
 
    Libby shook her head. “Not when I came up. There was another man behind the bar.” 
 
    “Aye, good. I’m in no mood to see him.” 
 
    Libby took her arm. “I can certainly understand why you wouldn’t. Did he have any explanation for last night?” 
 
    Norah followed Libby down the stairs. At the bottom, wiping down a corner table was a tall gentleman. He turned with a smile and greeted them. 
 
    “Mrs. Malone, I presume?” He said looking at Norah. “We’ve not met. I’m Reverend Chase Hammond.” 
 
    Norah nodded her head, still nervous to escape the saloon before Seamus returned. 
 
    “Oh, Reverend, my father, Deacon Garrett Campbell, is to meet with you this afternoon to discuss plans for a home here in Noelle for the Benevolent Society of Lost Lambs,” Libby said with a smile. 
 
    “Indeed, and you must be Libby Rose. Genevieve has mentioned you’re a teacher.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t yet found employment as a teacher, but Genevieve tells me that Noelle doesn’t yet have a schoolhouse.” 
 
    The kind-faced reverend smiled. “Perhaps we can discuss this further when I meet with your father.” 
 
    Libby nodded. 
 
    “Uh…Mrs. Malone. I’m to tell you that your husband had a business meeting today. He wanted me to make sure you were entirely comfortable.” 
 
    “Yes, Reverend, thank you. But I won’t be staying. I intend to take the stagecoach back to Junction today.” Norah forced a smile. “Thank you kindly for bringing me the message.” 
 
    He glanced at her friend and scratched the back of his neck. “I’m afraid that the stage won’t be going to Junction until the next train and that’s not for another two days, if my memory serves,” he said with an uncertain smile.” 
 
    Norah inhaled a soft breath. She couldn’t stay here another day. “Are there other rooms I might stay while in town, Reverend?” 
 
    He frowned. “Right now, the Nugget is the only place for travelers,” he said. “I know the conditions aren’t exactly ideal.” He looked at her. “Oh, my wife and I live right down the hall. Noelle doesn’t yet have a church or rectory.” He chuckled. “I remember my Felicity--” 
 
    Norah’s eyes widened. “Did you say Felice?” 
 
    Shock registered on the pastor’s face, then realization. “Oh, no, that’s Felice, she’s one of the girls over at the…er, well, anyway. No, they are not the same. When you meet my lovely wife, you’ll see that right away.” 
 
    Norah was mildly surprised by the pastor’s overt judgement. Not that she hadn’t already been judgmental of the woman herself. She’d ask forgiveness later when she was on the train bound for…she didn’t know yet where she’d wind up. 
 
    Flustered by having to explain, she had the feeling that it wasn’t the first time the mistake of names and identities had been made. 
 
    “The point I was trying to make is that with the proper touch, the rooms can be made quite comfortable.” He bumbled over his words, then cleared his throat. “We’d hoped that you might be persuaded to stay longer in Noelle,” he said. “Seamus has become quite the mainstay in town. He’s a most enterprising man, and Noelle needs men like him.” 
 
    Norah thought of the curly fair-haired tart that Seamus was doing business with last night. “I’m most certain his charm has worked wonders for Noelle. If you’ll excuse us, Reverend.” Norah took Libby’s arm and steered her out the door. 
 
    Stepping out onto the boarded walkway of the saloon, Norah took a cleansing breath, realigning her thoughts. 
 
    “My father will be traveling back to the rail station on the next stage. Perhaps you could ride with him back as far as Denver.” She hesitated, then placed a hand on Norah’s arm. “And if need be, you could always partake of the services of the Lost Lambs Society. They could help you get back on your feet. Would you like to speak with Mrs. Kinnison about it?” 
 
    Norah’s worst fears lay before her. She wanted to take charity from no one, especially Genevieve Kinnison who had played up her husband to be something he wasn’t. “I’ll find a way,” she told Libby as they prepared to enter the diner. She glanced down the street and noticed several women standing atop a balcony. They were calling out to the men walking the street below. She thought of Felice’s fancy clothes, her brazen attitude and seeming control of having her own business, seedy though it might be. But at least, it seemed, she was not a woman held prisoner by any man’s charms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    His life had gone to hell in a handbasket in less than twenty-four hours. Not only that, he now had less than a couple of days to convince his wife she had gotten the wrong idea about him. The gossip that could travel so quickly in town could very well prove a challenge, but he intended to do his best to show her that he’d made good on his promises and could offer her more than the man who had left her. 
 
    He started at Cobb’s Penn, where he picked up some lovely lace curtains and the hardware to go with them. Liam Fulton then told him then that Peregrine’s Post and Freight had a storeroom where they kept a few pieces of overstock items available for purchase. 
 
    A few moments later, Seamus was picking through the crates and odd pieces of furniture in the back storeroom. Driven he’d already picked out a beautiful cream-colored quilt with soft, pink roses, and a few other items Birdie had crafted that would go well to making the room more presentable and hopefully impress his wife. While these impromptu touches would certainly set back his plans to expand the Nugget, he had greater concerns. He needed to save his marriage. And perhaps by showering his wife with a few lovely things, it would validate Genevieve’s assessment of his success as a businessman. 
 
    “These are all quite lovely items, Mr. Malone. Are you purchasing them for something special?” Birdie Peregrine, Jack’s wife, asked, wrapping the quilt in paper tied with string to protect it. 
 
    Seamus glanced at his feet, then met her waiting gaze. “I was hoping you might allow me to start a ticket, Mrs. Peregrine. I can pay you half now, and the rest when the next mine investments come in.” 
 
    She paused and looked over at her grandfather-in-law, Gus Peregrine, seated on a stool at the end of the counter. 
 
    The old man eyed him. “The lad’s good for it, Birdie. And I trust all this ta-do is fer yer wife?” He narrowed his gaze. 
 
    Word gets around in Noelle. “Aye, sir.” He felt sheepish that perhaps the encounter involving Felice had also gotten out. He rubbed his hand over his chin. “I wasn’t expecting her.” 
 
    “Son, ain’t you been writin’ that woman for years?” Gus asked. 
 
    “Aye, tis true. But not until Mrs. Kinnison’s letter toutin’ what an accomplished businessman I am did she decide to come.” 
 
    Birdie had been writing down a list of the items on a ticket. She held it up, going over his purchases. With each one he could hear the hammer on another nail to the coffin that held his dreams for the Nugget. 
 
    “That’s one full-length floor mirror, a dressing screen, quilt, feather pillows, a floral tablecloth, and towels for the hand basin.” She looked up. “Is that everything, then?” 
 
    “Aye,” he answered. “I do appreciate you opening up your storeroom. I’m in a bit of a rush and need to take these items with me as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’m glad we could be of service,” Birdie said, her blue eyes intent on him. “She must be a very special woman, your wife.” 
 
    “She is, to be sure, Mrs. Peregrine. And would you mind putting the delivery charge on my ticket as well?” 
 
    She nodded and handed him the ticket. “I’d like to meet her one of these days. Perhaps you could bring her in?” 
 
    Seamus averted his gaze, feeling the woman knew very well what a slippery slope he was navigating. “Aye, ma’am. She’s still getting acclimated to Noelle.” It wasn’t a complete lie. 
 
    Birdie narrowed her pretty eyes. “Oui. I’ll see to Woody loading these and delivering them to the saloon for you.” She started toward the door. 
 
    Seamus started stacking the wrapped bundles. “I’ll take these Mrs. Peregrine. I’m hoping to surprise my wife before she gets back from breakfast with a friend. If Woody could bring the rest, I’d be obliged.” 
 
    “As you wish, Mr. Malone,” she said before she went out the back door. 
 
    “All them fancy things should impress any woman,” Gus remarked. 
 
    Seamus thought of the tiny attic he and Norah had lived in. The dust. The mice skittering across the rafters at night. The leaks in the roof when it rained. Norah had never complained. Not once. “Aye, she deserves a great deal more than this. But this is all I can offer until my investments begin to improve on the mine.” He gathered up a few of the bundles in his arms. “Much obliged for the advance, Mr. Peregrine.” 
 
    “Now, you just hold on there. We both been in Noelle a long time so you know better than to call me mister. You call me Grandpa Gus or nothin’ at all.” Gus slapped the counter for emphasis then heaved a sigh. “Hope all them nice things make the impression yer hopin’ for, son. “Some women are taken with nice things, others don’t seem to care so much as long as they feel wanted.” 
 
    The old man’s words smacked the back of his head with the sting of a stone. He had to remind himself that Gus didn’t know anything about how they’d once lived, or the promises he’d made to his wife. 
 
    “Top o’ the morning to ye, Grandpa Gus,” he said, shifting the Twined packages in his arms as he strode back to the saloon. He hoped to be able to slip into Norah’s room while she was gone, one of the other rooms if she wasn’t, and fix it up proper. It had essentially been the reverend’s idea. Reverend Hammond had seen him knocking on Norah’s door earlier in the day and mentioned how his wife had made the room homier with a few feminine touches. In a show of camaraderie, the reverend had offered to watch the saloon while Seamus ran his errand. After the confrontation between the pastor and Charlie, he hadn’t figured the pastor would be so helpful. But the suggestion to tidy the room, to make Norah feel more welcome had been inspired. 
 
    “It shouldn’t take much,” the reverend had said. “Felicity added new curtains, the wedding quilt, and suddenly it’s a different room—not one I plan to stay in long, mind you,” he was quick to point out. Then he grinned. “Not to toot my own horn, but I suspect it’s not just the frilly touches that makes it feel like home, but it can’t hurt.” 
 
    Seamus thought about their conversation, and when he walked into the saloon he was aware, perhaps for the first time in a long while, of the stench of smoke. “God in heaven, help me open some windows. Bob, prop that door open,” he barked at one of the card players seated near the front door. “A pig sty has a better odor than this place.” 
 
    Reverend Hammond looked up from where he’d been writing. “Ah, there he is. Gave the missus your message as instructed. She’s none the wiser.” 
 
    “Thank you, Reverend. You’re a God-send,” Seamus said as he started up the stairs to the rooms above. 
 
    “You’re welcome, and I hear that a lot,” the pastor said with a grin. 
 
    “Reverend, if I might impose on your patience a bit?” Seamus paused on the steps. “Would you keep watch down here a few—” 
 
    The pastor waved his hand dismissing him. “I’ll just continue working on my sermon for this Sunday.” 
 
    “And if Norah comes back, don’t let her upstairs,” Seamus instructed. 
 
    “Now, how in blazes am I supposed to manage that?” The reverend looked at Seamus as though he’d asked him to part the sea. 
 
    “You’re a man of God,” Seamus answered with a grin. 
 
    “Not a miracle-worker,” the pastor muttered. “Go on.” 
 
    A short time later, Seamus heard noise on the stairs and turned from hanging the last curtain to find Woody holding the mirror, and behind him Felice holding the dressing screen. He didn’t have time for a confrontation with Felice just now. He had a lot to accomplish before his wife returned. “Bring it all in. The screen goes in the corner,” he directed. “Woody, they added your delivery charge to the ticket, but you’re welcome to get a drink from the pastor downstairs before you go, if you like.” 
 
    “Much obliged,” Woody said, and tripped his hat. That left Felice. 
 
    Thankfully, she at least had on more clothing today. Still, he didn’t need more trouble added to what he already had. “Why are you here?” he asked, scrambling to unwrap the parcels and put the room in order before his wife returned. 
 
    “I came by to say I was sorry about last night. I can get cheeky sometimes.” 
 
    Seamus gave her a side look. 
 
    “Fine, it’s part of my charm. But to be fair, I had no idea that you were married.” Felice stood outside the doorway. 
 
    “Would it have made any difference?” he snapped, then saw immediately the hurt register on her face. His life was in a mud hole as it was. Maybe Felice could help with that. “So, we’re still on to buy your liquor from me solely? Purely a business proposition.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s what I came to tell you. Had a fella rode through from Cheyenne last night and he tried your whisky. Was going back and telling his boss about it back in Cheyenne.” 
 
    It wasn’t much, but it was a start. “Thank you, Felice.” He looked at her. “Maybe you could apologize to Norah, as well.” 
 
    “I had hoped she’d be here so I could do that. For what it’s worth, if a married man walks into my place that’s one thing, and I do have misgivings. I was married once, you know. And I have my regrets. But I can’t change the past, and people--right or wrong—make their own choices.” 
 
    Seamus shrugged. “True enough.” 
 
    “But I’m not the kind that’s lookin’ to break up marriages,” Felice said. 
 
    He nodded. He’d always seen the ladies on the “row” as liking their fun, having no regrets, no ties to anyone or anything. He saw a side of Felice today that he hadn’t paid much attention to. “Listen, do you have any knack for making a room look pretty?” he asked. 
 
    She smiled. “Making things look pretty is my specialty. Take those filthy linens out back and burn them. I’ll make this room sparkle.” 
 
    Loading up the bundle in his arms, he paused as he walked into the hallway and leaned down to give Felice a friendly peck on the cheek. He turned toward the stairwell and found Libby Rose Campbell standing in the hall blocking his way. 
 
    “It’s not what it looks like,” he said. 
 
    “From what little I know about you, Mr. Malone, that seems to be a frequent response of yours,” she said, side-stepping him. “The reverend asked your wife to remain downstairs. Said you had a surprise for her.” She looked at Seamus, then at Felice. “I’m quite certain this would not appeal to her.” 
 
    “Miss Campbell, please.” Seamus considered dropping to his knees but hoped the truth would be enough. “I did some cleaning up of my wife’s room, hoping to make her feel more comfortable.” 
 
    Libby raised her brow. “And you brought your business partner in to help?” She eyed him. “I don’t think she’ll be impressed, under the circumstances.” 
 
    “Which my wife has entirely wrong,” Seamus added to his defense. “Tell her, Felice,” he prompted. 
 
    “It’s true.” she blinked wide-eyed at Libby. “I’m just here to make the bed, not take a tumble in it.” 
 
    Libby’s gaze rolled to his. Seamus looked at the heavens, silently asking to be delivered from his plight. Could his life get any worse? 
 
    “What is going on here?” 
 
    Her voice answered his question. Seamus turned to face the questioning look on Norah’s face. “Just a bit of renovating the room I’d been meaning to do.” He hoped that the bundle of linens would block her view behind him. 
 
    “You went into my room?” she asked. 
 
    She leaned further around him, her beautiful eyes turning a tempest sea green. “You let her in my room?” 
 
    “I didn’t let her in. She came with the delivery,” he explained, albeit poorly by the look on her face—somewhere between murder and disbelief. 
 
    “So, is that what they call door-to-door services in Noelle?” 
 
    “Mrs. Malone, if I may have a moment of your time. I had no idea last night that Seamus was even married.” Felice craned her neck to see over the laundry. 
 
    Seamus watched his wife’s face. He could always tell when she was good and angry. Aside from her eyes turning that stormy sea green, she’d develop a small twitch over one brow. Many a time he’d spent quieting down that involuntary tic. 
 
    Her voice was deadly quiet. Another sign. 
 
    “Kindly take yourself and your delivery out of my sight,” Norah said, standing aside to let him pass. 
 
    Seamus fumbled with the pile of linens in his arms as he gestured with a nod of his head to Felice to go around him, creating an awkward dance of bodies pressed to one another in the narrow hallway. 
 
    Felice scooted downstairs. 
 
    Libby waited at the top of the stairway. 
 
    Norah skirted around him. “I’d like to be left alone,” she said aloud, then pointed at Libby. “Please tell Mrs. Kinnison I would be interested in speaking with her about the services she provides.” 
 
    Libby nodded and gave Seamus a cold glance before she went downstairs. 
 
    He shifted the bundle in his arms, nearly tripping on a corner of a bedsheet as he stumbled back to her. “What do you mean you’d like to speak to Genevieve Kinnison?” He knew Genevieve’s role as the woman they’d dubbed the matchmaker had been associated directly with her work with the Benevolent Society of Lost Lambs. He knew enough from speaking with the reverend about the brides she’d brought to Noelle that the mission took in women who often had nowhere else to go. “Norah, we need to talk. This isn’t what you need to do.” 
 
    “That is none of your concern, Seamus. It’s my life. It’s high time I started taking care of myself.” She walked in her room and closed the door in his face. 
 
    Seamus stared at the closed door. Four years apart seemed suddenly like an eternity. Why suddenly, after all this time, had she decided to come to Noelle? In light of her current perception, his wife probably felt she had no reason to explain anything. 
 
    He had to find a way to get through to her. Prove that everything he was trying to do in business was to make life better for their future—if they still had one. 
 
    A few moments later Seamus leaned on the bar and studied Reverend Hammond’s puzzled expression. “I can’t say I understand what went wrong.” The reverend glanced up at Seamus. He tapped his fingers on his worn bible seemingly lost in his thoughts. “My wife certainly appreciated the fine touches.” He smiled. “Surprises me to admit that I find them attractive.” The pastor seemed to be lost in his thoughts. 
 
    “Reverend?” Seamus said between clenched teeth. The stubborn woman had set her mind to leave him. Norah didn’t believe him. She didn’t believe Felice. “What in bloody hell am I goin’ to do?” He looked with pleading eyes at the closest thing Noelle had to a priest. The little town had yet to attract the Catholic church to send its clergy to the mining towns that seemed temporary. 
 
    “Well, now calm down. I’m sure there are a number of options.” 
 
    “I just need to have one that works, Reverend.” 
 
    “For starters, as much as we here in town have learned for the most part, to accept the ladies down the street, it might be a good idea if Felice stayed away from you and the Nugget until you two get things worked out.” 
 
    Seamus nodded. “Fair point.” It was true that due to Noelle’s diverse melting pot of people and cultures, out of necessity in this remote place, they’d become more accepting in some ways of each other regardless of the color of skin, race, or profession. “And to be clear. I’ve absolutely no interest in Felice or any other woman, for that matter.” 
 
    Reverend Hammond raised his hands. “It’s not me you have to convince.” 
 
    “Aye.” Seamus sighed. “Any other ideas?” 
 
    The pastor suddenly met his gaze. “Genevieve described you as a successful businessman, correct?” 
 
    Seamus sighed. “Aye, and it’s not exactly working out so well I hafta say.” 
 
    “Well then perhaps you need to become more…” Reverend Hammond crooked his fingers for emphasis, “businesslike.” 
 
    Seamus stared at the man. “What in blazes does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    Reverend Hammond raised up his hands. “Well, for one. Try looking busy.” He snapped his fingers. “Think of Charlie Hardt. Why the man is forever in a meeting or headed to one.” 
 
    Seamus studied the man with a narrowed gaze. “Ye think that would make one iota of difference?” 
 
    The pastor shrugged. “Let her see how involved with the community you are.” 
 
    An idea struck him. And glory be, if it worked it might well save his marriage. He’d been debating asking the musicians in the miner’s camp to play at the saloon. Maybe he could turn it into a St. Patrick’s celebration and fundraiser for the expansion idea. And with any luck, maybe convince his dear wife to rekindle the vows they took some four years ago. “I’ve got a lot to do.” Seamus wiped his hands on the towel and shook the pastors hand. “Thank you, Reverend. My anniversary is coming up and I’m about to throw the grandest Irish shindig Noelle has ever seen.” 
 
    “Noelle’s never had a St Patrick’s celebration,” Reverend Hammond said thoughtfully. “So, yes, I say that’s the spirit. And your anniversary, to boot? Maybe you could consider reaffirming your vows.” 
 
    Seamus gave the pastor a wink. “My thoughts, exactly.” He rounded the bar and patted Pastor Hammond on the shoulder as he hurried out the door. “Can you watch me bar for a few minutes?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Norah didn’t see Seamus when she walked through the saloon on her way to have lunch with Libby and her father at the Kinnison home. It was an easy walk, just past the main street at the edge of town, across the road from Noelle’s cemetery and purposed church site. 
 
    She walked around two women who glanced at her and quickly averted their eyes. 
 
    “Poor dear. I heard she caught him red-handed,” she heard one woman say to the other. 
 
    Norah looked over her shoulder and one of the women smiled, quickly turning away. 
 
    “Watch out, miss.” 
 
    Her attention on the two women had her nearly running into a man walking out of a store carrying a large crate.  He was shouting at the man inside the store. “Seamus wants every lantern in the place and every candle.” Came a voice from inside the store. “Said it’s for the grandest St. Patrick’s Day celebration the town’s ever seen.” 
 
    Norah stopped to listen to the two men. 
 
    “That young fella’s come a long way since he came to Noelle. Good head on his shoulders, that one. I hear he’s got big plans for the Nugget as well,” the storekeeper said as he carried another crate out to the man loading the wagon. 
 
    “Mrs. Malone, ma’am. I’m sorry I didn’t see you standing there.” The man had an easy smile. He took off his hat, revealing a shock of straw-colored hair. 
 
    “Do I--?” 
 
    “I brought you on the Red Bird Stage from Junction the other day.” 
 
    “Oh, of course. Mr. Burnside. My apologies. My mind is elsewhere at the moment,” she said, trying to get past the gossip she’d just heard from the two women. How many others knew about Seamus’s indiscretions? 
 
    “I also delivered your things from Peregrine’s the other day. I hope everything is to your liking.” He grinned. “Not used to having to deliver that big of a purchase of so many fine things.” 
 
    “Aye,” Norah felt her cheeks grow warm. “It’s all quite lovely.” 
 
    “He sure didn’t spare any expense, if you don’t mind me sayin.’” His plopped his hat back on his head. “Clear to me the man’s mighty glad to have you in town.” 
 
    Norah offered a pensive smile. Or that he was trying to buy her trust back. Still, it appeared that there were some who felt her husband walked on water, while others apparently didn’t. She didn’t know what to think. 
 
    Woody tipped his hat. “If there’s anything you need, just let me know.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Burnside.” 
 
    “You can call me, Woody, ma’am. Mr. Burnside was my father.” He smiled and an adorable dimple dotted his cheek. 
 
    “Very well, Woody. Oh, there is one thing you might be able to tell me. When exactly is the next stage due?” 
 
    The man appeared to ponder the question. “Well that depends. We’ve got one the Golden Star, coming in from the west later today-barring unforeseen circumstances. Coming down from Cheyenne.” 
 
    “Does it go to Denver?” She considered that she might have to cancel her dinner plans. 
 
    “Uh, no. It goes to towns further south,” Woody answered. 
 
    “And what about the Red Bird? I understood that it was leaving back to Junction in a few days.” 
 
    Woody nodded. “Yes, ma’am. It surely would under normal circumstances.” 
 
    “And what do you mean by that, Woody?” She reminded herself that this man, as easy-going as he was with doling out information, was not the crux of her current frustration. Rather she felt like an eejit herself for traveling all the way out here on the word of a stranger in hopes that nothing had changed between she and her estranged husband. She’d hoped to tell him everything to confide in him how her aunt had intervened taking the letters and keeping all the money he’d sent. But walking in on him with that woman, not once, but twice had left her feeling humiliated and foolish. 
 
    “Well, due to the St. Patrick’s Day celebration your husband is putting on at the Nugget, ma’am.” He shrugged. 
 
    St. Patrick’s Day? Lord have mercy, she’d not been payin’ attention to the date. 
 
    “Yessir, Mr. Malone is planning quite the festival. Unless there are passengers stopping in Junction coming directly to Noelle. Chances are the stage won’t run until after the celebration.” 
 
    “Isn’t that grand?” She smiled, trying not to let her disappointment show and hurried on to lunch. 
 
    *** 
 
    Norah had a difficult time staying focused on the conversation about possible locations for the new branch mission of the Benevolent Society of Lost Lambs. 
 
    “We had considered rebuilding the home in place of where La Maison burned down earlier this year. And while it seems a logical place, after my encounter with Madame Bonheur, I think it best to let nature take its course and not try to create dissension. Many of the women who come to us are in need of shelter, but also of healing –sometimes physically, but the majority spiritually.” 
 
    “Which is why we’ve been considering locations within short distance to the proposed church site, sir,” Zeke said. He took his wife’s hand. “We both feel that healing of the soul is vital for these women.” 
 
    Zeke squeezed her hand, rose, and kissed his wife atop the head. “How about I take your uncle for a walk, show him the places we’ve talked about?” 
 
    Deacon Campbell rose. “I’d like that very much.” 
 
    After the two men had left, at Libby’s insistence, Genevieve retired to the sitting area as she and Norah cleaned up the dishes. Norah had been debating how to approach the woman about the contradictory behavior of her husband described in the letter to the one in reality. Indeed, he’d been sending money, had allegedly requested she join him in Noelle, but it seems it stopped there. He apparently never questioned why she didn’t respond, or further, why he didn’t return to New York himself and discover for himself why. 
 
    Libby carried a tray of tea to where Genevieve sat in a rocking chair. Her head was leaned back and woke with a smile as the two women sat down. 
 
    Seated on a small handmade settee with folded quilts as cushions, Norah glanced around the cabin, taking note of how cozy and cheerful it seemed. “Yer home is quite lovely, Mrs. Kinnison. Thank you for having me today.” It was clear she and her husband were comfortable people. She’d felt at home immediately. Practical, functional furnishings and small touches made it a welcoming home.  Plain cloth curtains covered the windows, framed pictures set atop a side table next to the dining table and chairs hewn from pine and built by Zeke Kinnison. 
 
    “My husband is a gifted builder,” she said with a soft smile. “I am truly a fortunate woman.” 
 
    “Including your rocker?” Norah asked, observing the smooth polished wood of the curved arms. 
 
    “Oh, this lovely piece was a gift from Uncle Garrett and Libby. They brought it all the way on the train from Denver.” 
 
    Norah remembered seeing a canvas covered parcel being hoisted atop the stagecoach. 
 
    “I’m glad we have this time to visit, Mrs. Malone. I’ve wanted to meet you and ask how you are faring in our little town?” She poured out and handed a cup to Norah and then to her niece. “Libby tells me that your room at the Nugget is quite lovely.” 
 
    Norah had indeed confided a great deal to Libby in the past few days. “To be sure, Mrs. Kinnison. As fine a place as I’ve ever stayed,” Norah answered. 
 
    “Please call me, Genevieve.” The woman smiled. 
 
    “My husband…” It felt strange to Norah to call him as such given the uncertainty of their current relationship. “Seamus,” she started over,” has made a great effort to make my room a thing of beauty. Far lovelier than our room back in--” Her throat clogged with emotion. She shrugged from Libby when the young woman tried to console her. 
 
    “It can be a difficult thing after being apart for so long,” Genevieve said. 
 
    The woman’s words cut through the confusion of emotions swirling inside her. She thought she had no more tears to shed, but the truth caused her worst fears to be realized. “I dunna feel that I know him at all, ma’am.” Norah covered her face and sobbed into her hands. 
 
    She felt the settee give with the weight of someone sitting down beside her. 
 
    “There, there, my dear.” Genevieve said wrapping an arm around her shoulder and pulling her close as a mother comforts a child. “Seamus Malone is as good as any man, that much I know.” She lifted Norah’s chin and searched her eyes. “Libby mentioned your concern regarding your husband’s behavior?” 
 
    Norah sniffed and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I don’t know what to think. It seems many in town hold him in high regard. I respect that he is no longer drinking.” She steadied her emotions before proceeding with revealing her thoughts. “I am not certain however that he is in need of--” she hesitated--“my companionship.” 
 
    Genevieve’s brow wrinkled. “You and Seamus…you mean, he’s not staying with you?” She seemed surprised. Perhaps she hadn’t heard the rumor mill yet. 
 
    “I fear there is another woman, ma’am. She’s very pretty with her painted face, fancy clothes, and sweet-smelling skin.” 
 
    Genevieve looked well and truly puzzled. “Painted face? Does she happen to have blonde curly hair? A voice akin to that of a deflating balloon, and a somewhat cheeky disposition?” 
 
    “Aye, she was with him the night the stagecoach arrived late. They were behind the bar together. Seamus had red smudged on his cheek.” Norah’s face crumpled. “Where she’d been kissing him, I suspect.” 
 
    Genevieve cocked her head. “Are you quite certain of what you saw?” 
 
    “Deacon Campbell and Libby are my witnesses. Why, your husband, too, saw it.” Distraught, Norah continued, her words like a rockslide tumbling from her mouth. “Earlier today he asked the reverend keep me from going upstairs. He told me Seamus was planning a surprise.” 
 
    Genevieve frowned, confusion etched her pretty face as she looked at her niece. “You were there as well?” 
 
    Libby cast a nervous glance at Norah. “Yes, ma’am. I went upstairs to see if I might be of help to Mr. Malone with the surprise.” She glanced nervously at Norah. “But it appeared he already had help. And had I arrived a moment later I wouldn’t have seen the kiss on the cheek he gave her.” She looked at Norah then. “I’m sorry, Norah. I didn’t want to say anything, but I feel it’s only fair you know.” 
 
    “Kiss?” Both Norah and Genevieve responded in tandem. 
 
    “Oh, dear.” Genevieve looked confused. 
 
    Tears afresh welled in Norah’s eyes. “I dunna think I can stay in that place another night.” She pleaded with Genevieve. “I’d sooner stay in a barn.” 
 
    Genevieve took Norah’s hands and searched her eyes.” I don’t understand what is happening here, but I do know that your husband cares very much for you.” 
 
    Exhausted, Norah’s shoulders slumped, her heart and her mind engaged in a battle of conflicting emotions. 
 
    “If what you say is true, then why did he never return for me?” She looked from one woman to the other. “True, though it is that my wretched aunt, had intercepted all of his letters and his money as well—he left me there, instead of coming himself to find out why I hadn’t answered. Why would he do such a thing if he truly cared for me?” 
 
    Genevieve squeezed her hands. “That I’m afraid is a question you’ll need to ask Seamus, but I do know from speaking with him that he wanted to make you proud, make something of himself. He once told me that he carried a great deal of guilt that he hadn’t been able to make enough to send for you or offer you a place to live. After he got his job at the Nugget, he told me there were times he’d sent his entire paycheck to you. He wouldn’t have been able to afford a ticket.” Genevieve frowned. “Your aunt never gave you any of his letters?” She clamped her hand to her heart. “I know she is kin, Norah but that’s unacceptable. What a horrible thing to deceive someone in such a way.” 
 
    “She told me he would never amount to anything. That he wasn’t good enough. He’d break my heart.” Norah’s chin wobbled holding in more tears. “I said some terrible things to her and I never wanted to set foot in that house ever again.” She looked at Genevieve. “But Seamus, he’s not the man I once knew. The man with the smile that lit up his eyes. A heart full of kindness, passion and dreams.” 
 
    Genevieve smiled. “Oddly, that sounds very much like the Seamus I met when I first came to Noelle. But we all change a little. I suspect you can say the same for yourself, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Aye,” Norah said softly. “Time changes things…people, I s’pose.” 
 
    “Yes, that true,” Genevieve said. “What you might need to ask yourself is what is it you want now?” 
 
    “What I want now is to have my husband back.” Norah stood and walked to the window, hugging her arms. “What if he no longer needs me?” She looked over her shoulder. “If he no longer wants me?” 
 
    “That is something you and he will need to discuss and decide. If love is simmering still beneath the change, it will find a way to the surface. My marriage to Zeke is a living example of that.” She continued. “Twelve long years passed before Providence brought me to Noelle with a handful of brides—all of uncertain what we’d find or if we’d find happiness here. I never dreamed I’d find the man I’d given my heart to after so long, much less how I’d react when I saw him again.” 
 
    “You’re telling me to give Seamus a second chance, then? Talk to him and see what it is he wants?” Norah asked. 
 
    “The truth is the only way either of you will be able to move on—either together, or not.” 
 
    Norah bit her lip to keep from the infernal blubbering that seemed to have taken over her body. She didn’t wish to look like a naive eejit in front of Libby and Genevieve. 
 
    The woman studied Norah. “I have an idea if you are willing to permit me to make the arrangements.” 
 
    Norah fought past her skepticism that even though Genevieve was called a matchmaker in this town, she could help solve her problem with Seamus. “If you feel it could help our marriage, ma’am, then of course, I would be grateful.” 
 
    Genevieve clasped her hands together. “Wonderful. Here’s what I need you to do. Go back to the saloon, take a nap perhaps. Then do your hair, freshen your face and wear your best dress.” 
 
    “I’ve only this skirt ma’am.” 
 
    Libby smiled. “If I may?” 
 
    Norah shrugged and waited as the woman went into the next room and returned with a lovely white blouse, with eyelet trim. Norah had not seen such workmanship since her days in Ireland. 
 
    “Here, this will look lovely with that skirt.” She held it out for Norah. 
 
    Norah shook her head. “I’d afraid I dunna understand.” 
 
    “You will. Just stay in your room until…let’s say, seven o’clock,” Genevieve told her. “Promise.” She pointed a finger at her then pulled her I into a grand hug. 
 
    “Aye,” she nodded, folding the beautiful blouse carefully and tucking it inside her shawl to keep it clean. 
 
    Preoccupied with her thoughts as she walked back to her room, it was not until she heard her name that she saw the brown and gold Cheyenne stagecoach outside the Golden Nugget. 
 
    “Norah Francis Malone? Do my eyes deceive me? Is that really you?” 
 
    She looked up and standing at the entrance of the saloon was a travel weary, but still handsome, Father Timothy O’Flanagan. 
 
    Overjoyed to see a familiar face, she picked up her skirts, ran into his outstretched arms, and hugged him tight. “How grand it is to see you, Father.” She smiled taking in the scent of his warm coat. 
 
    He held her at arm’s length and grinned. “What are the odds of finding you here in Noelle?” 
 
    The stage driver dropped his bags on the boarded walkway of the saloon. Apparently, he was the only passenger on the stage. 
 
    Father thanked the silver-haired stagecoach driver and turned back to Norah. “They told me I could find a room here.” 
 
    “Aye, Father, I believe there is still an empty room right next to mine.” She hadn’t meant anything by it, of course. But her husband who happened to be standing at the open door of the saloon seemed quite puzzled given the expression on his face. 
 
    Norah stepped from the priest’s grasp. “Father O’Flanagan, allow me to introduce you to my husband, Seamus Malone. He runs the Golden Nugget.” 
 
    “Oh, now that’s fine. Just fine.” 
 
    She caught the priest’s quick glance before he shook her husband’s hand. 
 
    “Tis fine, aye.” Seamus eyed the man cautiously. 
 
    “I’ve been sent to do mass this weekend in Noelle. The church sent a few of us out here to travel around the smaller towns as best as we can to offer services.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I didn’t happen to see a church….” 
 
    “This here is where we hold church, Father--on Sundays,” Seamus said. “But you’ll have to work that out with Reverend Hammond.” 
 
    “Oh, fine. Fine,” Father said with a congenial smile. 
 
    Seamus glanced at Norah. “Aye, again with the fine. Come on, then. I guess you’ll be needin’ a room.” 
 
    Norah followed the two men inside and waited until Seamus had given the man his key and had started to carry his bags to the stairs. 
 
    “I’d be happy to show Father to his room.” She scanned the crowded bar. “You appear to be quite busy.” 
 
    Father reached for his bags. “Thank you, Mr. Malone. I can find my own way just--” 
 
    “Fine?” Seamus answered and not without a wee bit of sarcasm. 
 
    Uncertain if the devil himself possessed her to do so, she looped her arm through Father O’Flanagan’s and walked up the stairwell. Only once did she glance back to meet her husband’s fuming gaze. Maybe things weren’t as bad as she’d thought after all. 
 
    Thankfully, her friend, being the gentleman that he is didn’t ask her anything until they were standing in the privacy of the upstairs hallway. 
 
    “Norah Malone. I’m not sure it’s wise to use me to make your husband jealous.” The priest looked at her. “You’ll remember that I’m not immune to the wiles of a woman. My wife--bless her soul--was good at it.” 
 
    Norah sighed. “There’s more to it than that. Frankly, I had planned to leave on the next stage. He’s so different than the man I married. I fear we may have grown apart, that he’s found something more satisfying than me, than our marriage.” 
 
    “And what do you think that is?” he asked. 
 
    The sound of footsteps coming up the stairs gave her pause and seeing the surprised look on Reverend Hammond’s face, she was quick to offer explanation why she and a strange man stood in the shadows of the narrow hallway. “Reverend Hammond, please allow me to introduce Father Timothy O’Flanagan, a dear friend from back in New York.” 
 
    The reverend’s brow furrowed slightly as he studied the man. “Father O’Flanagan. Yes, I heard rumblings that the Catholic diocese was sending a few good men our way.” He removed his hat and offered a friendly smile. “Noelle could use more to be an example to our growing population.” He smiled. “I can always use another hand in the saving souls department.” The two men shook hands. 
 
    “Say,” Reverend Hammond said, “if you have no plans I’d like to visit with you about a few things. Perhaps I can introduce you to Nacho’s diner?” He looked at Norah. “Felicity, my wife, has one of her women’s meetings this evening. Unless, of course, you would prefer meeting another time?” 
 
    Father O’Flanagan shook his head. “I’d be obliged, Reverend Hammond to hear what your thoughts on the moral climate here in Noelle. If you’ll permit me to settle in and freshen up a bit, perhaps we could meet later?” 
 
    “Sounds good, Padre. Let’s say six-thirty. The diner’s directly across the street and down the block a piece. You can’t miss it. Just follow your nose.” 
 
    He looked at Norah. 
 
    “I’d invite you along, ma’am, but I fear the conversation would be woefully dry. You understand.” 
 
    She smiled. “Of course, you two have much to discuss I’m sure and as it happens, I have other plans, Reverend, thank you kindly.” She slid inside her room and leaned against the door wondering what Genevieve had planned and whether it was going to make any difference in her marriage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    As if he didn’t have enough on his mind between keeping his wife from leaving and now the planning of this St Patrick’s celebration, Charlie Hardt decides to, without warning, shut down the saloon and on one of his best nights. He scrubbed the remainder of the glasses, rinsed them and stacked them to be dried all the while pondering whether he and Charlie would be a good fit for partnership. Blazes. If he was a good fit for any relationship these days had plagued his mind since Norah arrived. He’d left her alone as she’d requested, though it hadn’t been too hard with the preparations of the St. Patrick’s Day celebration. He secured the musicians to come play at the saloon’s stage and had managed to find enough lanterns to illuminate the Nugget well into the evening. All that was left to do was to provide a simple Irish fare of food and drink at an amiable charge to help pay for the musicians and the rest would go into his renovations fund. He needed to compensate Reverend Hammond too, for all his help watching things for him while he ran around town like a chicken with his head cut off. Ah, and then there was the part where he needed to speak with Norah about selling her grand-da’s whisky to customers that night in hope of getting preorders on the next batch. 
 
    He sighed and pulling the towel from his pants pocket heard something drop to the floor. He glanced down and had forgotten the drawstring bag he’d been carrying around the past two days searching for the right time to speak with his wife. Seamus picked up the bag and poured the contents into his palm. It was a beautiful piece, truly—a Claddagh ring just like the one he remembered his mum wearing. He’d bought it shortly after leaving New York, with winnings from a card game on the train. A traveling salesman later showed him the beauty and Seamus knew he needed it for his wife. But he hadn’t mailed it, wanting instead to see her face when he put it on her finger. 
 
    Stuffing the ring back in his pocket, Seamus finished drying the glasses and stacking them on a tray pushed through the swinging doors on to the empty saloon. 
 
    Or so he’d thought. 
 
    There standing pretty as you please was Norah, dressed in her dark green skirt and a frilly white blouse he hadn’t seen before. She wore her auburn hair like a beautiful halo around her head. 
 
    A table for two was set, complete with a flickering kerosene lamp and the scent of Josefina’s wonderful stew. His gaze left the cloth-covered table to meet her moss-colored eyes. 
 
    “Tis time I think, we talked, Seamus. Without interruption,” she said. 
 
    He slid the tray onto the bar top before he dropped every glass he owned. He looked down at his clothes, realizing he’d removed his vest and rolled his sleeves up to work. “I’m not properly dressed--” he started. 
 
    “You’ll do just fine,” she said as she stood with one hand resting on the back of the chair. 
 
    Kicking himself mentally, he hurried around the bar and held the chair for his wife. She nodded in appreciation, offering him a hint of a smile. 
 
    His heart sounded like a thundering herd in his ears. What news would she have for him requiring such privacy? He’d quietly thwarted her plans to leave, knowing that the Red Bird stage would opt to go to Junction the day after the town celebration. Then again, her “dear” friend Father O’Flanagan had surprised her and perhaps she’d not have left town anyway. 
 
    He’d found out from the reverend later that the man was newly ordained, a widower, and quite unlike any priest he’d ever known. The man without his collar would certainly turn heads of a many a woman—it certainly appeared he’d made quite the impression on his wife. 
 
    Seamus sat down and placing his hands in his lap looked across at her. He wanted to tell her she was even more lovely than the day he met her. Sure, he’d been a wild, impetuous, cock-of-the-walk then. She the wide-eyed innocent, who when she looked at him saw someone far better. For a time, in her eyes, he could do anything. And since…he’d worked hard for the chance to see it again. 
 
    She gingerly placed her napkin in her lap, folded her hands and bowed her head. Reciting together the prayer they’d said before many a meal felt good. It felt right. Seamus looked up and met her steady gaze. 
 
    “You need to understand why I didn’t respond to the letters you wrote,” she said. 
 
    Instinctively, he waved his hand dismissing the need. “You’ve nothing to explain.” He didn’t want to hear that she may have found someone else or that she was here to ask for a divorce. 
 
    “Truly? You aren’t the least bit interested to know why I never wrote back?” 
 
    Seamus scratched his forehead. “To be sure, I would, it’s just--” he stumbled over the thoughts crowding his mind. He’d been carrying the guilt of how they’d parted around for so long he didn’t know how to feel. 
 
    Norah straightened her shoulders and looked him in the eye. “Is it that woman? The one called Fle-ece?” 
 
    “Felice,” Seamus interjected quietly, then kicked himself mentally. 
 
    Norah narrowed her stormy gaze. “Is she the reason you never seemed to question the lack of my response? Is she why you never came for me?” His Norah was one of the strongest women he knew, even now, fighting the tears glistening in her beautiful eyes. 
 
    “By my oath, Norah, she means nothing to me. She is a business client and nothing more.” He shook his head, looking away. “I won’t lie and tell you it hasn’t been difficult. A man--” he swallowed--“a man has needs.” He looked at her. 
 
    “And a woman doesn’t?” she asked. 
 
    For reasons he had yet to grapple with, her words stung. Had he thought that his love-making would have spoiled her for any other man? 
 
    “Then why didn’t you come home and take me from that horrid woman?” She paused and with a sigh continued. “The truth is, she intercepted every letter you wrote, kept every penny you sent, never said a word. I was none the wiser.” 
 
    Anger and guilt twisted his heart. “Are you sayin’ you never knew I’d written?” he asked, unable to perceive of what kind of a person—even her wicked aunt—could do something so vile. 
 
    “She felt I was better off without you. And the money you sent, she said was for my room and board.” 
 
    Seamus tried to sort through the mire of this hateful deed. “Tis true, at first I wanted to make sure you were safe and sound, that you had a roof over yer head. I knew if I sent money, it’d appease your aunt. Later, I asked after giving her a portion, that you’d save the extra for yerself. To save up enough to come out here.” He leaned back in his chair. “I swear that’s the God’s truth.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together and he saw the conflict in her eyes. Perhaps there was still hope that she hadn’t closed her heart off completely. 
 
    “The answer me simply, Seamus. Why didn’t you come get me?” 
 
    There it was. He needed to tell her now and face the truth—right or wrong—she needed to understand. He swallowed hard. “I wanted to make good on my promise, Norah. On all the things I said I wanted to do.” He took a sip of cool water to sooth his parched throat. “To be honest, I’d hoped to have made something of myself by now.” He shook his head. “I wrote to you that I hadn’t had a drop to drink since Charlie Hardt hired me to run this saloon. And every bit of my salary I sent to New York. I thought you’d received the letters and the money.” 
 
    He shook his head as his thoughts began to rapid fire. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. I’ve tried. Believe me, I’ve tried to attain that dream. I’ve come so close.” Lost in his thoughts, he stared at the flickering flame of the kerosene lamp. “It just keeps slipping through my fingers.” The words tumbled from his mouth, freed from the prison of his brain. If they made a lick of sense, then that was grand. If not, then saints help him to pick up the pieces, for they’d been driving him mad. “When I arrived here, I had nigh to nothing. Mr. Hardt found me selling homemade whisky when all that existed of the town was mud, tents, and men who’d do anything—anything to claim their gold.” 
 
    Seamus rambled on, praying it’d make sense to his wife. “I thought working hard, sending you money, and keeping my head down would be enough. And that’s when I found your grand-da’s recipe…or what was left of it. Part of the recipe was torn away, so I substituted what I thought would work and sold it to the miners.” He chuckled quietly. “For men with no discernable palette, they loved it.” Seamus glanced up at Norah, who sat quietly, hands folded on the table, her gaze as good as any poker face he’d ever seen. 
 
    He blew out a breath and continued. “Now with my mining investments, I have the chance to go into partnership with Charlie Hardt with this very saloon. I want to expand, make it a showcase of Noelle hospitality. Renovate with more rooms, have musical entertainment every Saturday night—bring in quality acts that travel to the bigger towns and opera houses.” He let out a dry laugh. “Now, those plans are on hold because Mr. Hardt promised the reverend a church.” He looked at her. 
 
    Her expression was non-descript. “Please,” she said taking a sip of water. “Continue.” 
 
    Seamus couldn’t have been more thrilled to share his ideas with her. “I was thinking if you remembered your grand-da’s recipe, the one you said was well-known by many a pub back in Ireland?” 
 
    She nodded. “Aye, I helped him make it when I was a wee girl.” 
 
    He slammed his hand to the table causing her to startle. “That’s bloody grand, then. I can make more than enough if I can sell your grand-da’s recipe to the saloons in towns nearby and make connections with the bigger saloons in the bigger towns. I can show Charlie that I am a worthy partner—maybe I’ll buy the whole bloody place from him.” Seamus spread his arms wide and grinned. “Finally. I’d have everything I’ve dreamed of.” 
 
    When Seamus brought his head out of the clouds, he looked across the table and found her chair empty. He looked over his shoulder and saw her going up the stairs. “Wait, where are ye going?” 
 
    She tapped the railing softly and offered him a pensive smile. Her eyes held no sparkle, no joy. “If it’s the recipe that you’re needing. Seamus, or my grand-da’s name on a label to sell yer whisky, then it’s yours, with my blessing.” 
 
    Seamus frowned searching his mind. Where had this gone wrong? Had he just spilled his soul to her—his every dream? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Norah hadn’t slept. She kept trying to understand how man so seemingly enterprising in other ways couldn’t have figured out a way to come for her. What hurt more was wrestling with the fact that it seemed her husband’s greatest joy was getting his precious recipe. Too much had changed, or maybe success, stature, and notoriety had always been what he wanted most. They’d grown apart, that much seemed true. Different people, needing different things. Her heart felt anguished that the lovely dinner for two Mrs. Kinnison and Libby had put together had created more heartbreak, than good. 
 
    Pulling on her tattered old robe she picked up a candle, lit it and tip-toed downstairs. Maybe a glass of buttermilk would help her sleep. It had for years been the cure for her mother’s insomnia. She walked around the bar, and through the swinging doors that led to the small kitchen and storeroom at the back of the bar. Not watching her step, she ran into a massive human wall. 
 
    “You couldn’t sleep either?” Father O’Flanagan looked down at her and smiled. 
 
    “Buttermilk?” She eyed the glass in his hand. 
 
    “My mother swore by it,” he said with a soft chuckle. “Can I get you a glass?” 
 
    She nodded. “Please.” 
 
    “Go on out there and find us a place to sit. I’ll be right out,” he said. 
 
    Norah smiled thinking how she should feel awkward being dressed in her nightclothes sharing a late-night glass of buttermilk with the handsome priest. Yet she felt strangely at ease. No tension. No concern. She felt safe. And that was sadly, more than she could say about the time she’d spent with her husband. 
 
    She took the candle, and lighting a kerosene lamp, sat down the table nearest the kitchen in the empty saloon. Soon after, Father O’Flanagan appeared carrying two glasses of the remedy she hoped would aid in her sleep. He hadn’t yet changed from his day. 
 
    He sat across from her and lifted his glass to hers. “To the future.” Father O’ Flanagan said. 
 
    Norah offered an uncertain smile. She had no idea what the future held for her. 
 
    “What seems to be keeping you awake, Mrs. Malone?” His dark eyes, made more intense by the dim light, looked puzzled. 
 
    A short laugh escaped her. “Ye should perhaps call me Norah, Father. I’m not at all sure I’ll be Mrs. Malone much longer.” She raised a brow. “I’m not sure I’ve felt like Mrs. Malone in quite some time.” 
 
    A frown marred his handsome face. He searched her eyes. “After dinner at your aunt’s house that day, Monsignor Stephens may have mentioned a bit about your situation with your husband.” 
 
    Norah started to protest. 
 
    He held up his hand. “Nothing of a private nature, I assure you. Only asked I add you to my nightly prayers. He seemed concerned for your well-being. Maybe mentioned how your aunt had forced a wedding on the two of you?” 
 
    Embarrassed by his words, she looked at him. “Seamus and I were madly in love, to be sure, Father. Make no mistake about that.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt, Norah. I just want you to know I think you’re very brave,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    She looked at him in disbelief. “Brave? I dunna see myself in such a way.” She shook her head and chuckled. “An eejit, perhaps. That may well be true.” 
 
    He frowned. “Not at all. If I may speak freely?” 
 
    “Aye, say what it is on yer mind, Father.” 
 
    He leaned forward and spoke in an exaggerated whisper. “I was only a few hours in that house with your aunt. You are a very brave woman to have put up with her.” He grinned, looking upwards. “Forgive me, Lord.” He punctuated his confession with a theatrical shiver. 
 
    That made her laugh out loud and his deep laughter followed. 
 
    “A smile makes the heart glad,” he said with a nod and sat his glass on the table. He seemed to be collecting his thoughts. 
 
    Norah cocked her head. “What might be keepin’ you from sleep, Father?” He was an interesting man. Seasoned by life. A good man and obviously devoted to his faith. Norah wondered how he kept his emotions on an even keel. If he might have any advice for her on marriage. 
 
    He took a deep breath and rubbed his fingers over his eyes. He appeared tired. “Just the rigors of the day. I’m still not fully recovered from my travels and with the schedule they have me on, it doesn’t appear I’ll be resting anytime soon.” 
 
    “There ought to be time that is yours alone, don’t ye think?” she said. “Even a man of God needs time to commune with his Maker.” 
 
    She was perplexed to hear his soft chuckle. “You might find this strange, but in some ways, you remind me of my Beverly.” He glanced at her, then looked away and smiled as though lost in his memories. “She was forthright, like you. 
 
    Not afraid to question. A little stubborn at times.” He smiled. “She didn’t care so much what people thought. But she always seemed to know what she wanted.” He sighed quietly. 
 
    Norah, sensing that perhaps his past had been on his mind of late, waited for him to continue. 
 
    “You know, we didn’t have much when we first married. I had to work three jobs and she took in laundry from the neighbors.” He paused and Norah sensed the part of him that maybe still held a margin of regret. 
 
    He looked at her, sadness filled his gaze. “I wasn’t always the model husband. Young and foolish. I made mistakes. But she loved me all the same. Looking back, I struggled with whether I deserved such a gift of a woman in my life—was that why God took her away from me?” 
 
    Norah shook her head, unable to believe this considerate man had ever caused his wife heartache. “You mustn’t say such things, Father. None of us understands God’s plan always.” 
 
    “When she found out about the baby she was”--he shook his head--“thrilled beyond measure. We were both changed by the news. I thought, this is what we needed—what I needed--to get me back on the right path. No more drinking with my workmates at the pub. I saw what I hoped was our future.” He paused, staring off into the void. “And then the day arrived. It was supposed to be joyous, a new beginning and in the span of a few hours—my world, my future, everything--was taken from me.” 
 
    Norah touched his shoulder. “You needn’t be tellin’ me this, Father, if it’s too painful.” She wasn’t certain where he was going with his story, but she sat quietly and listened, her admiration of his strength and integrity growing with each moment. 
 
    “Before she died, she made me promise to follow my dreams. It was she who believed that I was born to help others.” The words seemed to catch and he cleared his throat struggling to continue. “She wanted me to marry again. Have a family.” He sniffed and she covered his hand with her own. 
 
    “I dunna understand, Father. Your wife seems more of a saint, God rest her soul. I cannot see how I should remind you of her.” 
 
    He looked at her, eyes red from holding in his emotions. Unshed tears caused his dark eyes to glimmer, but he smiled at her comment. “To be fair, I’d have to agree with you. But your husband had dreams, I’m sure he shared them with you. And all this time, haven’t you been believing in them, keeping them safe inside you?” 
 
    Norah sighed and looked away. “Perhaps that was true at one time, but I fear those dreams have disappeared. Perhaps they were not but an illusion to begin with.” 
 
    “No.” His low-timbered voice was firm, just a bit frightening in its tone. Far different than his quiet, gentle way. He took her hand, holding it tight between his own. “No, Norah. Men like your husband are the dreamers. Their struggle to find a better life for their loved ones will be what defines this town’s future—this very country’s future, in my opinion.” He narrowed gaze was intent. “You must not give up. No man would have left you behind unless he was certain he would not fail. No matter how long it took.” He patted her hands. “You must hold tight to those dreams, Norah. Seamus is depending on it, I assure you. The rest—it will work itself out, you’ll see.” 
 
    Part of the wall she’d allowed to build around her heart shifted and for an instant she wanted desperately to believe him. “Father, I am not at all certain that I am as strong as you believe me to be,” she said with a wobbly smile. 
 
    “You are far stronger than you think, Norah Francis.” He squeezed her hands. “Remember what you’ve already endured.” 
 
    “So, this is why you’ve been so distant?” a familiar voice said. 
 
    Norah looked toward the stairs and saw Seamus walking toward them. 
 
    Father O’Flanagan released her hands and stood. The two men eyed each other. 
 
    “It’s not at all what yer thinkin’, Seamus,” she said quietly, praying her husband wouldn’t lose senses and take a swipe at the priest. 
 
    “Pride comes before the fall, Mr. Malone. You should listen to your wife.” The priest bid Norah goodnight with a nod. 
 
    “Fine, Father. I’ll do just that very thing, to be sure.” Seamus turned then and crossed his arms over his chest. He pinned her with a questioning look. “Tis a whole other kettle of fish when the shoe is on the other foot!” 
 
    “You bloody eejit,” Norah said shaking her head. She grabbed both glasses and brushed past him, unsure if her frustration was with her husband’s insinuation or the fact that if Timothy O’Flanagan had not been a man of the cloth, she might well be feeling much differently about him. 
 
    She pushed through the doors to the backroom not looking back to see if Seamus had followed her. Hearing the door slam hard against the wall was her answer. 
 
    “Then you tell me there’s nothing going on between the two of you,” he lashed out the accusingly. “I heard laughter and when I came downstairs I find my wife holding hands with another man.” 
 
    The small kitchen with barely enough room for the sink and a wood cookstove was made all the more with Seamus leaning against the wall. She pumped to get water to wash the glasses and didn’t look up from her task. “He’s a man of God, Seamus. You ought to be ashamed of what you’re insinuating.” She turned to leave only to find her way blocked. 
 
    “Now you know how it feels.” 
 
    Her gaze snapped to his. “Twice, Seamus Malone, I found you in the company of that trollop.” 
 
    “And twice you misread the situation,” he volleyed back. 
 
    She tossed his comment aside with a wave of her hand. It was late and it didn’t seem they could be in the same room for more than five minutes before they were at each other’s throat. “Fine, so it is you say. Now if you’ll excuse me.” She pushed him aside, relieved to be back in the empty saloon. She started toward the stairs. 
 
    “Norah,” the change in his voice caused her steps to slow, but she steeled herself against the heartache of his charm. Perhaps theirs had been a cursed marriage from its very inception. No wedding would have taken place had it been in Ireland. Twas bad luck to marry during Lent. Wasn’t all that had happened between her and Seamus proof of that? She looked back at him. “Dunna ye see, Seamus, how we are?” She shook her head. “Can’t ye see we aren’t good for each other?” 
 
    He skirted around the bar and caught her arm before she could leave. Pulling her against him, he searched her face. “Ye don’t believe that for a bloody minute. You know how good we are together.” 
 
    “Don’t I, now? Four years, Seamus, we’ve been apart, neither of us knowing what had become of the other—if we were alive or dead.” 
 
    “But,” he started. 
 
    She shook her head. “I didn’t know where to find you, how to find you. How could I?” Her heart twisted at the realization in his eyes. “The truth is, maybe we’ve changed too much to make things right.” 
 
    He narrowed his gaze, then dropped his hold. “Maybe so, and if it is, then there’s no more dreams worth having, is there?” He squeezed shut his eyes and took a deep breath. She could see his struggle. 
 
    He looked at her, his gaze pleading. “Give it one more day. Don’t think on all that’s happened. Think on what it is you want now.” 
 
    She backed away aware that he’d repeated what Genevieve Kinnison had asked her earlier. “A day then.” She started up the steps. 
 
    “Norah Francis?” 
 
    She stopped at the sound of her name washing over her life a calming summer breeze. 
 
    “I am going to make you fall in love with me. By tomorrow evening, you’ll be wanting to marry me,” he said with a grin. “Again.” 
 
    It was the first time since her arrival in Noelle that she’d sensed a familiar connection to the man she had once known. But was it enough? 
 
    She lay awake long into the night pondering all that had transpired these past three days, including Seamus’s challenge. As the first rays of dawn peeked over the mountains she thought again of her husband and how she wished things could be different. 
 
    Voices in the hallway captured her attention. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry that the dinner didn’t go well, Seamus. We all hoped that it would. Genevieve and her niece went to a lot of trouble.” 
 
    She recognized Reverend Hammond’s voice. 
 
    “Aye, Reverend, tis no one’s fault but my own. I’m afraid I’ve made quite the mess of things. I don’t know what more I can say or do to prove to her how I feel.” 
 
    The dejection in her husband’s voice--and on this day of all day’s-- caused Norah’s heart to twist. Her emotions swirled inside, causing uncertainty and fear. Everything seemed a jumble of contradictions—her aunt’s deception, seeing Seamus with another woman, his taking the time and money to give her a beautiful room, and how the townspeople’s respect for him. She didn’t know which way to turn. 
 
    She studied the patterns forming from the sunlight on the wall and thought how at home he seemed here. Was she punishing him for carving out a place without her, for not finding somehow to get back to New York? 
 
    What is it you want now? The words niggled at her conscience.  
 
    Though she’d not acted out of malice, had she not used her friendship with Father O’Flanagan to try to make her husband jealous? Were the feelings she'd pondered if only briefly, any worse than her husband’s friendship with Felice? A woman who'd tried to explain, but Norah had refused to allow it, passing judgement instead without knowing the full story. 
 
    Norah turned her head, hearing footsteps descending the stairs. Below, the sound of music began to filter through the floorboards. It was the dawn of her fifth anniversary. 
 
    What is it you want now? 
 
    Still feeling dangerously uncertain but resolved to answer that question once and for all, Norah climbed from bed, packed her few possessions, and tidied her room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Make sure to line up the lanterns across the edge of the stage,” Seamus directed a few friends he’d called upon in return for free food and drink to help set up for the celebration set to begin at the noon hour. 
 
    Birdie Peregrine was busy fussing with the wine-colored fabric they’d just hung on the curtain scaffolding her husband had built for the stage. 
 
    Seamus had secured the musicians from camp to provide musical entertainment, grateful he’d been able to talk them into a visit to the barber for a bath and shave. The group currently sat in the corner rehearsing a few songs near the old wood-burning stove that Zeke had donated to the saloon when he and Genevieve had moved from their cabin. 
 
    Seamus scanned the room, seeing the vision in his head coming to life. The group practiced several tunes including a few that tugged the cockles of his heart, making him homesick for the old country. A large pot of stew made with venison donated by Zeke was cooking in the kitchen, its aroma wafting through the saloon. He’d even taken down the pictures of the scantily clad women hanging on the walls to accommodate the inclusion of men and women at the celebration. He sighed, pleased to feel the warmth of hospitality, the music to lighten the heart, for proper food and drink for a true Irish celebration. 
 
    It was all perfect, indeed. Except that he hadn’t seen his lovely wife since last night. 
 
    “Where do you want these benches?” Woody asked as he and Culver carried them into the saloon. Gus Peregrine tottered in behind them. 
 
    Seamus pointed to the space that had been cleared in front of the stage. “Line them up like church, boys,” he ordered with a smile and then turned to Gus. 
 
    “Mr. Pere—I mean, Grandpa Gus. Top o’ the morning to ye this fine day,” Seamus said shaking the man’s hand. “The celebration begins at noon.” 
 
    The old man’s bushy red brows knit. “I know, so I’ll git right to it. I hear rumors that you n’ yer missus ain’t faring so well. Came to see if I might help with that.” 
 
    Seamus drew the older man aside, not wanting the entire room to be privy to his marital problems. “Thank you, sir. But we’re working things out.” 
 
    Gus eyed him. “You need to cut right to the heart of things, son. There’s a sure-fire way to know one way or another. It’s a tradition I once heard about when I was young. Carried over from Ireland, if my sketchy memory serves.” He pulled from behind his back a tweed cap, much like the tattered one he wore. 
 
    “A cap?” Seamus took the hat, puzzled where Gus was going with this gesture. “It’s a grand hat, sir.” 
 
    “It’s yours ‘n if you’re wanting to know if yer lady is still interested in you, you need to march up those stairs ‘n toss the cap in her room.” 
 
    Seamus suddenly remembered the nearly obscure gesture he’d only heard about, but never witnessed back in Ireland. “Aye.” He cleared his throat and nodded, appeasing Gus’s kindness, regardless of how misguided it might be. “If she tosses it back out at me, then she’d not interested. But if it stays in side…” 
 
    Gus winked and grinned. “Then perhaps she’ll welcome you inside.” 
 
    Seamus rolled the hat between his fingers. “It’s a lovely thought. Thank ye.” 
 
    “Well, well, well. Look at this place.” Reverend Hammond had come downstairs and leaned against the bar. “Gus,” he said with a nod. “Seamus, this is just what this town needed. I suspect you’ll have a full house once folks get a whiff of that stew.” 
 
    “Aye, Reverend, can I get you a cup of coffee? Just brewed some. Grandpa Gus? How about you?” Seamus offered to both men. 
 
    “Aw, got to get back to Peregrines’ Post. Jack wants to—” Gus scratched his bearded chin. “Can’t remember what exactly but it sounded important ’n I remember him sayin’ we gotta be finished before noon so we can close fer yer celebration. I’m guessing everyone in town may do the same. It’s been a while since we had a little revelry in this town.” He chuckled. “Frankly, Agatha ’n I might have to show you young folks what real dancin’ looks like.” With a wave of his hand, he ambled out the door. 
 
     “Reverend? Coffee?” Seamus rounded the bar and sat the hat on the counter. 
 
    “Nice hat,” the reverend commented. “Uh, no thanks. I’m just waiting for the missus. We’re meeting Deacon Campbell and his daughter for breakfast.” 
 
    “Reverend.” Zeke slapped the pastor on the shoulder. “Top o’ the morning to you.” 
 
    Reverend Hammond grinned. “I guess what they say is true, everyone is Irish on St. Patrick’s Day.” He shook Zeke’s hand. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you for taking our houseguests to breakfast this morning. Woody and I had to start early hauling up the benches that Jack and I made for extra seating. And my poor wife, waking again nauseated. All I can say is while we’re both looking forward to the baby getting here, I feel sure she’s not going to miss the morning sickness.” 
 
    “Happy to help. I understand Deacon Campbell plans to head back to Denver on tomorrow’s stagecoach?” Reverend Hammond said. 
 
    “That’s my understanding. But Libby has offered to stay on and help Genevieve through the pregnancy. She’s still thinking of starting up a school here in Noelle if the town feels it’s needed.” 
 
    “Oh, certainly we’ll need one, just as much as we need a proper church. Say….” The reverend glanced over Zeke’s shoulder. “Those would make mighty nice benches for the new church, fellas, don’t you think?” 
 
    Reverend Hammonds charming smile caused Seamus to smile. 
 
    “Aye, sure they would, Reverend.” Seamus felt the tides indeed were shifting. He pulled out the special bottle he kept in the locked cabinet and poured three small glasses. He pushed them across the bar to the two friends. “To St. Patrick.” He held up his glass. 
 
    “To a new church in Noelle.” Reverend Hammond held up his glass. 
 
    “To new beginnings,” Zeke offered, holding up his glass. 
 
    “Aye,” he said and the three tipped their glasses back in unison. 
 
    Feeling the slow burn down his throat, Seamus eyed them both. “Either of you seen Mrs. Malone this fine morning?” 
 
    Zeke licked his lips and looked at his empty glass. “Libby mentioned she planned to invite her to breakfast. Perhaps they left early.” 
 
    The Reverend looked at Seamus. “Well, now that you mention it, I noticed her door was open wide this morning.” He frowned. “Not something she’d do going off and leaving it unlocked after what happened the other day.” 
 
    “Excuse me, gentlemen. I’ll be back in a moment.” Seamus grabbed the hat to take to his room and sprinted up the stairs two at a time. His heart thundered in his chest fearful, as he strode down the hall to the last room on the left, that his life was about to be upended. 
 
    He halted at the open door, clutching the doorjamb as he scanned the room left neat and tidy. The bed was made, the hand towel hung perfectly on the wash basin. There was no sign anyone had been there. Even her small travel bag was gone. 
 
    A hand landed gently on his shoulder. “She couldn’t have gotten far, Seamus,” Reverend Hammond said. “Have faith.” 
 
    Seamus offered a dry chuckle. “Aye, Reverend. Tis my wife’s faith in me I fear is what’s at risk.” 
 
    “Maybe she decided to go to breakfast early like Zeke mentioned. I’ll go check the diner.” 
 
    Seamus nodded. “Thank ye, Reverend.” Seamus leaned on the doorframe and stared at the empty bed. How many times had he thought of climbing between those sheets to lie with his wife? 
 
    A hollow pit formed in his gut. Despair so deep threatened to swallow him whole. How was he supposed to get through this day? Where had she gone? He stopped at his room to gather himself before returning to the gaiety of the festivities. Slipping the key in the lock, Seamus was surprised to find it unlocked. He carefully pushed open the door and his heart stopped when he saw Norah sound asleep, her face in angelic repose, her crimson hair fanned out across his pillow. 
 
    One alabaster shoulder peeked from beneath the covers, with a single lace strap slipped half-way to her elbow, sparking memories of when his fingers had performed that very task. He stood motionless, watching her sleep, his mind and body warring about what to do next. 
 
    Unaware of what it was doing to him, she turned on her back, eyes closed, and stretched her arms over her head. A lovely smile played on her lips. 
 
    Lord in heaven, how he yearned to keep it there. 
 
    She peeked open one eye, her focus zooming in directly at him, meeting his shocked gaze. Rather than risk her thinking the worst of him, he tossed the hat on the bed and shut the door. He stood in the hallway mentally kicking himself. “Eejit,” he muttered. Taking a deep breath, he tapped his knuckles against the door. 
 
    “Did you forget your cap?” came the answer. 
 
    Apparently, the tradition went further back than his wife remembered. “You can keep it if you like.” He paused and rolled his gaze to the ceiling. “May I come in?” 
 
    “Tis your room,” she answered. 
 
    “Tis true,” he muttered to himself as he eased open the door and looked inside. She sat in the bed, the covers up around her shoulders. 
 
    “The revelers started early, playing beneath my room,” she said. 
 
    “Of course.” He glanced around the room. “I can go tell them to stop, then until…you’re ready to be awake.” 
 
    “Seamus, I am awake,” she remarked. 
 
    “Aye, so you are. How did you get in, if I may ask?” He gave her a puzzled look. 
 
    “The door was ajar. I snuck over here hours ago after you’d gone downstairs. It’s far quieter on this side of the building. I hope you don’t mind,” she said, pushing back a shock of unruly curls. 
 
    Seamus swallowed hard. His body ached to touch her, her confession making him wish he’d stayed in bed long enough to meet her climbing in. “There’s quite a crowd already downstairs,” he said, turning towards the dresser. 
 
    “I thought I smelled stew,” she said. 
 
    He glanced up and watched her in the mirror. “You look fine sitting there in my bed, Norah Francis.” In the top drawer, tucked in the protection of his best dress socks was the Claddagh ring he’d planned to surprise her with later this evening. He debated whether to risk everything now and see how she’d react to it. 
 
    “I’ve still got concerns, Seamus,” she said, meeting his gaze in the mirror. 
 
    His heart picked up a beat as he reached in the drawer and pulled out the small bag, placing it in his palm. 
 
    She glanced away. “Perhaps I was too quick to judge the situation with Miss Fleece.” 
 
    “Fe-lice,” he corrected then shook his head. “Go on, what are your concerns.” 
 
    “I dinna like the way she flung herself at you.” Norah frowned. 
 
    “She flings herself at men, Norah. It’s what she does.” He raised his brow and turned to face her. “Not every man returns the favor,” he said, hoping she understood that he’d not knowingly precipitated her advances. Just the same, he sure as hell would be more careful now around her. “Though she’s not really the problem, is she? Anymore than the dapper Father O’Flanagan is the problem.” 
 
    He walked over to the door, closing it softly, and turned to her. “Norah, I need to know right now. Right here, what is left of us—of what we once had together.” 
 
    She looked at him. “For so long I held on to those dreams we shared. I clung to them, believing every day that we’d soon be together. I believed that if anyone could achieve such lofty dreams, it was you.” 
 
    Seamus watched her, searching her face, sensing what she must have felt, waiting all those years, wondering if he was dead, whether she’d ever hear from him again. And all the while, he’d been here believing the worst—that she’d kept his money and found a better life—without him. Given the type of man he’d been back then, could he really blame her if she had? 
 
    “Then I finally discover the horrible truth and after all this time, I came out here to see for myself the man that Mrs. Kinnison wrote about. The man people around here seem to hold in such high regard. And I guess I’d hoped you still felt the same. That among those dreams, those changes, there’d still be room enough for me.” 
 
    An awkward truth began to niggle the back of his brain. What impression had he given? He opened his mouth to explain. She stopped him with her upturned hand. 
 
    “That dinner last night, the one Mrs. Kinnison arranged with your boss, was meant to find out what mattered most to you. And while I applaud the passion you obviously have to make something of yerself, the truth is, you can have that without me.” She waved her hand through the air. “You’ve already started.” She shrugged. “Aside from needing my grand-da’s recipe, of course.” 
 
    Good lord in heaven, he thought. Where to start? “Norah.” He sat on the end of the bed, knowing that if he sat any closer he’d not be able to keep his hands to himself. “Until I met you, I had no dreams. I’d likely still be back on the docks, had it not been for you. Don’t you see? It’s you…it’s always been…” Seamus looked for help from above, then met her gaze. “I never thought I’d amount to anything until I saw myself in your eyes.” 
 
    Her chin quivered. “Then it’s not only the recipe you’d be wantin’?” 
 
    Seamus barked out a laugh. “Oh, sweet woman. You are all I ever wanted. All I ever need. Without you, no amount of money or success means anything.” He scooted a bit closer, the scent of her skin wrapping around his senses. “And if you don’t wish for me to sell your grand-da’s recipe, then I’ll find another way to raise the money for the Nugget.” 
 
    “Maybe a St. Patrick’s Day celebration?” There was a hint of a smirk on her lovely mouth. 
 
    “Aye, and there’s a fair chance that my stew--though clearly not in the same caliber as yours—might still fetch a good price,” he said with a grin. 
 
    Her smile blossomed. Seamus swore his heart did a tiny flip. 
 
    “Now your ego’s inflated, Mr. Malone,” she said. 
 
    He gazed at her, loving her more than he thought possible. “Tis not all that’s inflated, Mrs. Malone. But as much as it pains me to say it, that will have to wait until later.” 
 
    He was pleased to see her cheeks turn a rosy hue. Seamus held his breath, feeling as green as a new groom. He opened his hand. “Do you know what today is?” he asked, searching her eyes. 
 
    She looked at the ring, a soft smile on her face. “The day we honor Saint Patrick?” 
 
    “Woman,” Seamus said quietly. Her quick wit was one of the things that aroused him when they’d first met. God in heaven, it still worked. 
 
    “Our anniversary, Seamus. Did ye think I could forget?” she said, reaching up to brush a lock of hair from his forehead. Her mere touch nearly brought him undone. “But what about the curse?” 
 
    He met her concerned gaze. “I think we should leave the curses back in Ireland where they originated, Norah. We’re in a new land now. Where we can start our own traditions. Make our own dreams.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together and he saw she wanted to believe him. 
 
    “Norah, after all the time that’s passed, all the time we’ve missed together….” He took her hand and placed it in his lap. “Look what you do to me, still.” 
 
    She held his gaze, her breath caught as she discovered his arousal. 
 
    “I must know, Norah Francis. Will ye marry me—again. And make me the luckiest man in the world?” 
 
    She smiled and let him slide the Claddagh ring facing in on her left hand. It snuggled up beautifully with the simple gold band he’d given her the night they’d married. 
 
    He pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her, not wanting to let go. “Ye are my heart, Norah Malone. Ye make me want to be a better man.” He kissed her softly, holding her face in his hands. “What is it, then, my love? Will you grow old with me and may they find our brittle bones forever entwined?” 
 
    She met his gaze with a smile. “Aye, Mr. Malone. I will be yer wife, but now about this saloon….” 
 
    Seamus frowned. “What about the Nugget?” 
 
    “Well, to begin with, if you plan to expand I hope that it will mean there’ll be proper living quarters, at least until the babes come along,” she said. 
 
    He grinned. “Aye, I can make both happen, the second perhaps with a bit more fervor.” 
 
    “And another thing....” 
 
    “Woman, I’ve not even taken ye to bed proper yet and ye got me life scheduled ahead for me.” 
 
    “If you plan to serve your guests a proper meal, you’ll be needing a cook with a good head and skills in the kitchen.” 
 
    He raised a brow. “And do you happen to know where I might find such a person here in Noelle?” He grinned. Whatever else Providence must think of him, he made a silent vow to never part, until death, from this woman again. 
 
    She smacked his arm. “Me, eejit.” 
 
    “Aye, but an eejit hopelessly in love with you, Norah Francis.” He lifted her chin and kissed her slow and through. Licking his lips from the taste of her mouth, he smiled. “And to be clear, should I ever entertain the thought to run off and make us a better life, do feel free to hit me over the head and stop me.” 
 
    She cupped his face. “Agreed,” she said, drawing him into another kiss. “Now,” she said pushing at his shoulders. “Hand me my frock. It’s not fancy, but we have a celebration to host and it must do Ireland proud.” She lifted the dress over her underpinnings and glanced over her shoulder as he fastened the buttons up the back. “I trust yer planning soda bread with yer stew?” she asked as she braided her hair over one shoulder. 
 
    “I had planned biscuits,” he said, planting a kiss on the exposed back of her neck. His hands slid around her waist, moving with slow deliberation over her breasts, persuasive in his caresses. 
 
    “Ye should save yer strength for later, Mr. Malone.” She sighed. “You’ll be needing it after every lamp is out and our bedroom door is closed”—she glanced at him with a smile—“and securely locked.” 
 
    “’Tis securely locked now, Mrs. Malone,” he whispered, touching the sensitive place below her ear. 
 
    “But I’ve only just dressed,” she said, moving her hand back to slide along his hip. She pressed back into him, reaching around to bring his mouth to hers. 
 
    “Easily remedied, my love.” He began to work the buttons, praying his patience would hold out. 
 
    “Won’t people wonder where you are?” She turned in his arms. 
 
    “I am exactly where I’m meant to be, Norah Francis Malone. Forever and always, right here in yer arms.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Later that evening after the last reveler had walked out of the saloon, leaving only the Nugget’s handful of residents, Seamus committed to memory the soft flickering light of the lanterns illuminating the dark walls of the saloon, the rather jubilant expression of the priest’s face as he read the sacred marriage vows. The happiness on the faces of those present to witness the impromptu renewal of their wedding vows. It was simple. In a saloon, by all that was unholy about it. Just the same, sheer joy filled Seamus’s heart as he looked into Norah’s eyes and saw his future. “I’m sorry this isn’t a proper church,” he said quietly. 
 
    She smiled at him. “It’s exactly as I always imagined my wedding to be.” 
 
    “You may kiss your bride,” Father O’Flanagan said, concluding the simple renewal of their wedding vows. 
 
    “Thank you very much, I shall do just that.” Seamus held her sweet face in his hands and kissed her soundly. 
 
    Reverend and Felicity Hammond, who had been awakened to join in as witness to the renewal, stood in their bathrobes, hands clasped, grinning from ear-to-ear. “Congratulations you two,” the reverend said. “I’d say it calls for a celebration, but we’ve had one heck of one today already and now I’m taking my wife to bed. Good night, all.” 
 
    “Right behind you, Reverend,” Seamus said, grabbing Norah’s hand as he started up the stairs. 
 
    “You really need another set of stairs, Seamus.” The reverend glanced over his shoulder. “For goodness sake, go on around us, then.” He pulled his wife aside to allow Seamus and Norah to pass. 
 
    Felicity smiled. “I remember someone else being in a hurry to have privacy.” 
 
    Reverend Hammond eyed his lovely wife. “And I hope that feeling never goes away.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Seamus had paused at the top of the stairs, a wide grin on his face. “Father, would you be so kind as to blow out the lamps before you come up?” 
 
    Could he blame the man for his urgency? The two had been apart for four years. His own wedding night flashed in his memory. How beautiful his Beverly had been. How it had seemed like their whole life lay ahead of them. 
 
    He raised his hand. “I’ll take care of everything. Rest well.” He grimaced, realizing the senselessness of the comment. Resting would be the last thing on their minds. 
 
    He started blowing out the lamps they’d used for the impromptu ceremony when a knock sounded on the saloon door. “Who in the world could that be at this hour?” he muttered, and picked up a lamp, carrying it to the door. 
 
    Cautiously hoping that Noelle was not prone to robberies and such things, he eased open the door and held up the lamp so see who it was. 
 
    There in the dark of night, stood one of the most breathtakingly beautiful women he’d seen--the kind that burned the word ‘sin’ in his brain. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I can get the proprietor if you’re needing a room.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in a room, Father O’Flanagan,” she said. “I was told by a friend that I could find you here.” Drawing her lush cape around her shoulders, she smiled, and Father Timothy’s insides trembled in reply. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dear readers, 
 
    I hope you’ve enjoyed reading Norah and Seamus’s story. I loved writing about these two and how their sparring was just another means of foreplay. I am a true believer that love—somehow—will always find a way. Its why I love to write romance—it’s infinite possibilities and its utter tenacity to overcome obstacles. 
 
    And for fun, I’ve added a recipe for Irish Soda Bread. That I’ve tried and love! Served with a rich Irish stew, (Any soup or stew!!) it’s a delicious, heart-warming addition!! 
 
    Traditional Irish Soda Bread 
 
    Prep time :5 Minutes/Cook time: 40 minutes/Serves 6 
 
    Ingredients: 
 
    4 cups of flour 
 
    2 teaspoons baking soda 
 
    1 teaspoon salt 
 
    1 ¾ cups buttermilk 
 
    Preheat oven to 425 degrees. Grease and flour a 9-inch round cake pan. In a large bowl, combine the flour, baking soda, and salt. Gradually stir in the buttermilk until the dough comes together to form a slightly sticky ball. Turn dough into floured surface and knead gently a few times. Form the dough into a ball and then press into the prepared pan. The dough should reach the edges of pan, but may spring back a bit. Cut an X into the dough with a sharp knife (an=bout 1.4 inch deep.) Cover dough with another round cake pan turned upside down over it. Bake 30 minutes covered, then remove top pan and bake ten minutes more3 until the crust is a dark golden brown. (From Let’s Dish Recipes/2013 You can learn more at letsdishrecipes.com)  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Be sure to watch for more stories in the Brides of Noelle series—Ophelia; A Valentine’s Day Bride by Kit Morgan and Jolie; A Valentine’s day Bride by E.E. Burke and delight in reading read how it all began in the Twelve Days of Christmas Mail-order Brides series out now at Amazon. My story, entitled The Piper; the Eleventh Day, tells the story of Zeke Kinnison and Genevieve Walters, yet another story of second chances, love finding a way, and how they come to be in Noelle~ 
 
      
 
    Here’s a snippet of their story from The Piper (Twelve Days of Christmas Mail Order Brides) *Available at Amazon in both eBook and Print. 
 
      
 
    Twelve men. Twelve brides. Twelve days to save a town. 
 
    Noelle, Colorado is in danger of becoming a ghost town if the railroad decides to bypass the mountaintop mining community. Determined to prove their town is thriving, twelve men commit to ordering brides before the railroad’s deadline. But when the upstanding women arrive, they’re outraged! The uncivilized settlement is nothing like it was portrayed in letters--then again, neither are the brides… 
 
    *** 
 
    Noelle, Colorado December,1876 
 
    Genevieve pondered whether to follow them and keep walking until she made it back to Denver. “We can fix this, Penny.” 
 
    The woman left at the alter opened her mouth to speak, but Pastor Hammond intervened. “Ladies, it has been a trying morning. Why don’t you take Miss Penelope back to the house and fix her a nice cup of tea? I need to speak with Mrs. Walters.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Penny said over her shoulder. 
 
    “I swear to you, Penny that by days end you shall be a bride,” Genevieve called after the departing group. She collapsed at the nearest table, her head propped on her hand. 
 
    “I must find her a husband,” she said, trying not to let despair filter into her thoughts. “She is wonderful, warm, and bright. She has so much to offer the right man. It’s finding the right man that has been most difficult for her. I so want to help her find happiness.” 
 
    Pastor Hammond sat down beside her. “Here. This will help...some.” He handed her a small glass half full of amber liquid. 
 
    “I don’t drink.” She gently pushed it away. “Thank you,” she added as an afterthought. 
 
    The preacher slid it back in front of her. “I didn’t either. Trust me. One glass has an interesting way of putting life in perspective. It’s only when you hit four or five that you care less about perspective. At that point, you’re just trying to forget.” 
 
    Genevieve eyed the glass, then tilted it to her lips and took a sip. Her eyes watered, her lips burned. It felt like liquid fire sliding down her throat. She covered her mouth as she fell into a fit of coughing. 
 
    Pastor Hammond patted her back. “I’m not sure that we can force anyone into marriage if they aren’t willing.” 
 
    Genevieve frowned. “Did you see how those men ran over each other as though I was asking them to give up an appendage?” She sighed. “Ten brides, Pastor Hammond--you and Felicity, Culver and Kezia, Woody and Meizhen, Jack and Birdie,” she said, holding up a finger for each couple. “Draven and Pearl—and trust me, I wondered about those two. Storm and Molly—yet another questionable match. Liam and Avis, Cara and Dr. Colin, and then there’s Nacho and Fina, and Hugh and Minnie—all complicated stories to be sure—but turning out happily for all involved.” She sighed. “Ten weddings and only two more to go.” She glanced at the pastor. “I had such high hopes for Penelope, in particular.” 
 
    “There, there, Mrs. Walters. Perhaps this is all a misunderstanding. People come and go frequently in Noelle.” He punctuated his comment with a heavy sigh. “Perhaps Silas will have a change of heart,” he said. 
 
    “Or he’ll run into hostile Indians and get his just rewards,” she muttered. Eyeing her glass, she took another drink, longer this time, glad for the way it seemed to warm her blood. “I’m sorry, that’s not a kind thing to say. At any rate, I doubt Penelope would be convinced to take him back were he to change his mind.” 
 
    “Yes, and well…there is that matter of turning the other cheek,” the pastor said, before sampling his own drink. 
 
    She pointed her finger at him. “What we need is to convince the single men left that there is nothing at all to these silly superstitions that Penelope in some way carries an aura of bad luck around her.” She paused. “And you’re just the man to do it, preacher,” she said, poking his shoulder. 
 
    He looked at her, his expression skeptical. He shook his head. “I’m not sure we have that much time, Mrs. Walters.” 
 
    Not to be defeated just yet, she tossed back the remainder of her drink. This time the burn felt good going down. The pastor had been right. Her perspective was actually becoming clearer. “Well, it seems to me if you can’t convince them, then we must find a man who is not privy to the backgrounds of the women I’ve brought from Denver. Someone who has not been swayed by the rumor mill.” She smiled and lifted her glass. It was a superb idea, really, if she did say so herself. “I find this drink quite amiable once you get used to it. What is it, exactly?” 
 
    Pastor Hammond smiled and Genevieve returned it. God was lucky to have a man so charming on His side. 
 
    “Well, in times like these I always remember the assurance that God gives us in Matthew 19:26…with God all things are possible.” 
 
    “Ah.” Genevieve pointed her glass at him. “But in your case, sir, time is of the essence. Let’s hope that Noelle has had enough chaos today to warrant God’s attention.” 
 
    Pastor Hammond smiled. “Don’t lose heart, Mrs. Walters. I firmly believe that when God closes one door, He opens another.” 
 
    The saloon door opened and, with a rush of wind, blew in what appeared to be a large, rather deformed grizzly bear carrying a belted stack of fur pelts over one shoulder. 
 
    Genevieve’s eyes widened as the fur-laden creature strode in, slamming the door with such force that the remaining ornaments on the tree quaked in the aftermath. Mud and debris left a trail behind the fur boots wrapped snugly around his calves. Her gaze crept slowly upward taking in the muscular thighs covered in doeskin trousers, every firm muscle showing beneath the tight covering as he moved. 
 
    Genevieve licked her lips, blinking two or three times to make sure that her sight was not influenced by drink. 
 
    He wore a jacket made from what appeared to be a heavy blanket, tethered around his waist, giving greater definition to his broad shoulders. On the belt hung an intricately tooled leather holder, presumably for a large knife that would usually lie against his hip. Perched atop a mass of dark, straw-colored, shoulder-length hair he wore a hood, fashioned from the head and shoulders of a bear. A scraggly beard and moustache covered most of his face. 
 
    He tossed the pelts onto the sleek polished mahogany bar and pushed back the ghastly looking hood from his head. 
 
    “Them things better not have claws that scratch that wood,” Seamus warned as he approached the man with a bottle and glass in hand. “Mr. Hardt wouldn’t take kindly to his bar getting roughed up.” 
 
    The man glanced at Seamus without expression. “Hardt can come see me if he has an issue,” he said quietly. 
 
    Seamus raised his brows. “Just trying to keep things peaceful, Kyi-yee.” 
 
    He poured a drink and set it on the counter. 
 
    “Who…or what…is that?” Genevieve leaned over and whispered to the pastor. 
 
    “He is our resident hermit. Goes by the name, Kyi-yee. It means “bear”, so I’m told. The name was given to him by the Ute tribe that he trades with. Most of the Indians have been peaceful to deal with, others not so much. It has been beneficial to have him around when tensions arise. He lives alone somewhere up in the mountains.” 
 
    “Does he have a Christian name?” she asked, unable to keep from staring at the way the doeskin stretched over his backside when he leaned forward against the bar. She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. 
 
    “I’m sure he does. But he was here before I came to Noelle. That is what the townsfolk call him.” 
 
    The man hadn’t acknowledged their presence. Instead, he tipped back his head and, in one swallow, emptied the glass. 
 
    “Was that what we drank?” she asked in whispered awe. 
 
    Preacher leaned close. “That’s Seamus’s special hooch. Well over one hundred-proof, I understand. Kicks like a mule.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem at all affected,” she marveled. 
 
    Pastor Hammond seemed to do a double-take. “Mrs. Walters, whatever is going on in that lovely head of yours, I think it best to let it go,” the preacher admonished. 
 
    Seamus turned to leave, bottle in hand. The large man reached out without looking up and snatched the bartender’s arm. 
 
    “As agreed. Five pelts for a bottle,” he said in a low-timbered voice that sent a shiver skirting down Genevieve’s spine and, lord help her…lower. 
 
    Seamus scowled, nodded, and left the bottle. He grabbed the pelts, eyeing them briefly before carrying them through the curtain to the backroom. 
 
    The man straightened his shoulders, raked a hand through his unkempt long hair, and poured himself another drink--downing it as quickly as the first. He certainly appeared healthy—exceptional physical health from her observation. Genevieve was surprised by her visceral reaction to the stranger. It had been ages since a man had affected her in such a way. Perhaps it was the alcohol that led her to see his stellar qualities of a desirable companion—self-sufficient, fearless, ruggedly handsome. Probably, beneath all that hair. “I would imagine he is also good with his hands,” she said, more to herself. Upon seeing the pastor’s shocked expression, she realized she’d uttered the words out loud. “Meaning, he’s likely a carpenter as well. Perhaps grows his own food.” 
 
    Pastor Hammond raised an impervious brow. “Of course, I thought that’s what you meant.” He turned his face, but not before she saw him grin. 
 
    “The truth is, he likely knows nothing about any of the brides or their backgrounds.” She narrowed her gaze, attempting to determine his age—around mid-thirties, she estimated. “This hermit—this mountain man, as you call him--surely, he could use a woman in his life, don’t you think?” 
 
    Pastor Hammond shook his head. “No, ma’am,” he said quietly, and turned to face her. “I don’t think that is a good idea.” 
 
    The man downed a third glass and Genevieve wondered if he was thirsty or trying to forget—and, if the latter, what could it be? 
 
    He wiped the back of his hand over his mouth and only then seemed aware there were others in the saloon. 
 
    Genevieve was astounded by the fact that she’d been in Noelle all week and had not in all the men she’d encountered found such a fine specimen of rugged male in all the men she’d encountered as this one. 
 
    Penelope. This is for Penelope. 
 
    The man glanced from the preacher to her, holding her gaze a bit longer--perhaps her imagination—before offering a neighborly nod and turning away. 
 
    Duty and determination laced liberally with liquid courage, edged its way into her conscience. She thought of Penelope, of the agreement to save Noelle. And, more importantly, if this venture proved successful, how well it would bode for her and the mission’s future. 
 
    Pastor Hammond leaned forward and spoke in a whisper. “I don’t care for that look in your eye, Mrs. Walters. I’m certain there has to be another way.” 
 
    Genevieve met his gaze. “I’m not so certain that we have a choice.  You’re out of straws and the clock is ticking, Pastor Hammond. Do you wish to save Noelle, or not?” 
 
    All at once, the fur-covered man flipped the ghastly hood over his head and strode toward the door, with his gaze unwavering. It was clear he was not interested in being social. 
 
    That, however, did not deter Genevieve. This was for Penelope. “Excuse me, sir?” she called to his departing form. 
 
    The beast of a man hesitated at the door. 
 
    “Oh, lord,” she heard Pastor Hammond mutter. 
 
    Genevieve swallowed. She hoped that, living alone somewhere in the woods, living off nuts, berries, and God knows what—that he was still somewhat able to carry on a civil conversation. Nonetheless, she was glad for Pastor Hammond’s presence. “I wonder if Pastor Hammond and I might have a few moments of your time?” She glanced at the pastor who appeared less enthusiastic about the prospect. 
 
    “You are familiar with our good Pastor Hammond?” she asked primly folding her hands. 
 
    “I am,” he replied, still facing the door. 
 
    “Would you be so kind as to please look at me when I address you?” 
 
    He straightened then, his height made all the more intimidating by the bear turning to face her. She met the glassy, dark eyes of the bear first and, lowering her gaze, looked directly into the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. 
 
    Her heart stopped. Twelve years had passed since she’d seen such blue-eyed clarity. But of course, that was only a coincidence. She blinked to clear her muddled thoughts. “My name is Mrs. Genevieve Walters.” She cleared her throat, perplexed by the man’s penetrating gaze. “I-I have brought twelve women to Noelle under contract with your mayor and Pastor Hammond--” 
 
    Pastor Hammond lifted his hand with a brief smile. 
 
    Difficult as it was to get past the eerie memory the strange man’s eye color evoked, she forged ahead. This was about Penny, not ghosts of Genevieve’s past. This was about saving Noelle, not some stolen kiss—now ancient history--nor the man who’d stolen her heart, then left without goodbye. This was about proving herself an exemplary matchmaker. “Mr. Kyi-Yee, we have a proposition to discuss with you. Something that will benefit not only you, but Noelle as well.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Genevieve was taken aback, in part by the voice that skated over her, but more by the fact that he hadn’t even heard what she had to say. “Why, sir, you haven’t yet heard our proposal.” 
 
    The man glanced at the pastor. “Does it have to do with marriage?” 
 
    Pastor Hammond lifted his shoulders and nodded. 
 
    “Not interested.” 
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