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CHAPTER 1
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January 1892

The bag landed on the card table with a thump, its contents spilling out the rim in a slithering wave of perfumed envelopes, and young Michael’s gaze traveled up the hand that had put it there to the laughing face of his Uncle Nate.

“I’ve brought you your fan mail,” Nate said, slinging himself in a chair. He plucked an envelope from amidst the pile and drawing it under his nose inhaled. “Mmm.” He made a throaty purr.

Michael’s lips turned up on one side. 

Nate flipped the envelope over and opened it with his thumb. Two sheets of stationary fell out and a lock of hair. He lifted the lock between his thumb and forefinger. “Red. Nice.” He set it down on the table and, smoothing the penned pages, began to read.

“Michael. You don’t know me,” he threw his voice higher, girlish, “but I’ve dreamed of you from afar.” He chuckled. “They’re all dreaming.” He cleared his throat and continued to read. “I’ve dreamed of you from afar. I’m writing to offer myself as your wife.” 

The smile on Michael’s lips spread to the other side of his mouth.

“Wow,” Nate said. “This one gets to the point. This is what? Proposal one thousand and two?”

“I’ve lost count,” Michael said.

“I’d accept this one. You should read what she’s going to do to you. Scandalous.” He laughed and set the letter down.

“Tell me,” Michael began. “What brings my illustrious uncle with the mail today?”

Despite the title uncle, he and Nate weren’t that far apart in age. This was because of the greater age difference between Nate and Anne, Nate’s sister, his mother.

“I have a proposal,” Nate said. “And not the marriage kind.”

“Good thing. I’d hate to disappoint your followers.”

Nate’s grin was as wide as his own. Uncle Nate was always popular with the ladies.

“So tell me. What is it?” he asked.

Nate relaxed in his chair, crossing his ankle over his knee and draping his fingers overtop. “I want to enter you in a charity auction.”

“Enter me? I’m for sale?”

Nate inclined his head. “In so many words, yes. I’ll auction you off on a date.”

“A date?” Michael eyed his uncle. For once, he wasn’t fooling. “What charity is this for anyway?” he asked. Forget it was a dumb idea, lining his uncle’s pockets wasn’t in his plans.

“Ariana.”

“Ah.” 

Ariana Deveaux, Nate’s soft spot. Michael couldn’t blame him for that. No child should have to suffer as she did.

“Say yes,” Nate pled. 

“Yes? Yes to what?”

Michael flipped his head around and looked into the blue eyes of his mother. She swept into the room. At Nate’s side, she bent her head. He kissed her on the cheek.

“You’re looking ravishing, sis. I can’t believe Mike let you out of the bedroom.”

She smacked him on the head, and young Michael withheld a laugh. They always had fun sparring, she and Nate.

“Behave yourself, little brother. I am an independent woman, allowed to make my own decisions.”

“Mmm, so you say, but I’ve seen the ring on your finger.”

“And I haven’t seen one on yours,” she returned.

He wriggled his ring finger into view. “Lovely isn’t it? Naked like that.”

“You could have your pick of these,” Michael remarked jerking his chin toward the pile of letters.

Nate smiled. “My lovely sister, have you seen what girls are sending your son nowadays? Take this one. He extracted a package larger than the rest. Removing the string and brown outer paper, he yanked open the flaps of a brown box and let out a long whistle. “Wow. That seems to be my word for the morning.”

“What is it?” Anne asked, stretching out one hand.

Nate pulled it to his chest. “Oh, no. I’m keeping these for myself. A fantasy.”

She leaned forward, curling her fingers over the box. He released it and chuckled at the wide-eyed expression on her face.

“That’s ... that’s ... indecent,” she said. 

His curiosity up, young Michael held out a hand. “Well, it’s sent to me, so what is it?”

“No,” his mother said. “You are not getting this. It’s going right in the trash pile.”

“What’s going in the trash pile?” A male voice spoke from the entrance, and again, all heads swiveled.

“If it isn’t the master himself!” Nate announced. “The great man, the Irish charmer with the golden voice.”

Michael stared at his dad, who reclined on the wall, his fingers hooked in his pockets. A familiar stance, one his dad adopted when he was contemplating the situation. A spark lit in his eyes, and Michael braced himself. Dad was up for a bit of fun, always, and his eyes were usually the signal.

“I was just saying that I couldn’t believe you’d let my sister out of bed long enough to see me,” Nate continued.

“I can’t believe it either,” his dad replied.

“Michael!” 

Young Michael couldn’t help but laugh at his mother’s reprimand and the heightened color on her face.

“Here now,” he said. “This is about whatever’s in the box. Mama won’t let me have it, and it is addressed to me.”

His dad shifted from his spot in the doorway, approaching the table. He peered over his mother’s shoulder and let out a laugh. “That’s a first.”

“Michael O’Fallen, this isn’t funny,” his mama said.

But apparently it was to everyone else. 

“For heaven’s sake, what’s in the box?” young Michael asked.

His dad stuck his hand in and lifted a piece of cloth, white cotton underthings set with pink bows and a ribbon of lace. “Underwear.”

“Give me that,” his mama said, snatching them away. She stuffed them back inside. “No lady would do such a thing. Horrible.” She ranted on while the rest of them laughed, himself included.

He reached into the pile and pulled out yet another envelope. He opened this one on his own and perused the pages. “This one’s tame. Sad really.”

“Do tell,” Nate said.

Michael lowered the pages into his lap. “She talks about how lonely she is, and all she asks is a reply. One word to say I spoke to her.”

“Which brings me back to my reason for being here.” Nate ran his hands over the envelopes, finally coming to a rest at the top of the pile. “I want to auction your son off for charity.”

“Auction him off? He’s for sale now?” his mama asked.

Nate tilted his head. “For one night. I’m trying to raise money to help Ariana, and I need eligible bachelors. Being as your husband is taken, this despite his ability to make women swoon ...”

Michael glanced at his dad who was smiling.

“I’d thought to make the grand prize the most desired bachelor of all.” He lifted the letters and tossed them in the air. They fell around the room at their feet.

“Well, Ariana is certainly a worthy cause,” his mother said. “But your most desirable bachelor isn’t for sale, Nate.”

Michael worked to suppress a frown. His parents always overrode his ability to make choices. His dad wouldn’t let him sing out anywhere. His mama kept him under her thumb. He loved them both, but they smothered him.

He opened his mouth to speak but yet another voice entered the room.

“I didn’t know we were having a family gathering today,” Amber said.

Michael stared at her for a few minutes. Amber Finnegan was by far the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen and worthy of any man’s five minutes of praise.

“We weren’t,” Nate said. “I came to talk to Michael, and the old folks got into the fray.”

Michael smiled at the look on his mother’s face. Nate was pushing it calling her old.

“More mail?” Amber asked.

“These are mine.” Michael waved his hand over the stack. “My latest stack of proposals et al.”

She glided across the room and came up behind him, laying her hands on his shoulders. “A handsome man like you doesn’t need desperate women.”

Amber was as much a mother to him as his own. She’d taken care of him and his sister, and both of her children, Gerritt and Jenny, many times as they’d grown up. It was an unusual household, friends living together as they did, but it worked for them.

“You have more confidence in me than they do,” he said.

She squeezed his shoulders. “You’re like your father in many ways,” she said. “Stubborn, for one.”

He glanced at his dad whose gaze had become intense. Michael resisted the urge to wriggle. His father had one of two faces, his fun side, the one that would laugh at a pair of underwear sent in the mail, and his angry one. The angry one Michael made it his point to avoid at all times.

“And what else?” he asked.

“You’re beautiful like he is.”

Nor was it unusual for her to openly admit her admiration of his father. It was an established fact, one his mother had dealt with years ago when he was a baby. Amber was also happily married and enamored of her spouse, so there was no rancor given or received in her statement.

“And smart,” she continued. “But he has one thing that you don’t.” She kissed the top of his head. “Such a precious boy you were, but so full of yourself. You’d take over the world and conquer it in a day. Not like your father at all.”

Michael admitted to that. His dad was more introspective, thinking things out to convince himself it was all right to pursue whatever he’d chosen. He never could understand that. Why not just do things instead of thinking about them so hard?

“So what is it?” he asked. “What does Papa have that I don’t?”

She drew herself up and focused on his father. They had history together, things in their past that no one could dispute, shared memories, greatest of all the man his dad had killed years ago. It was that which had brought him here to Florida where he’d met his mother and been forced to marry.

“Wisdom,” she said. “Your father’s a wise man. But its wisdom learned through experience. He’s had his falls but picked himself back up, a better man afterward.” She drifted around to his side and looked him full in the face. “As much as I love you, you don’t have that yet.”

He curved his fingers over his leg to still the jitters increasing in them. What should he say to that? In his mind, if he lacked the experience to grow wisdom, it was his father’s fault. He loved his dad, but it was time he stepped out from beneath his wings and learned to walk alone.

“Tell me then,” young Michael began. He paused to contemplate the weight of the faces focused on him before continuing. “What would you have me do with Nate’s proposal?”

She glanced at Nate. “What’s the proposal?”

“An auction,” Nate said. “I want to raise money for Ariana by allowing ladies to spend money on dates. Michael’s the grand prize.”

She looked back at him. “An interesting idea and a worthy cause, but how does he feel about it?”

A world of things was written in her expression. First of all, thoughts of her daughter, Jenny. She and everyone in the family knew he was infatuated with her. He’d made no bones about that. But Jenny wasn’t interested in him at all, and that thought bugged him if he spent too much time on it. She always treated him like he was her second choice. Or third.

Michael dismissed the thought. He’d have Jenny any day, but she wouldn’t have him. Maybe if he showed some interest in someone else, she’d come around and see what she was missing. Question was, could he fake that? And would anyone believe it?

“Well?” Nate said. “Yes or no?” He drummed his fingers on the table.

Michael ran a damp palm down his pants leg. “Sure. I’ll do it.”

Nate gave a whoop and swung his arm.

But Michael’s gaze was now on his mama. He swallowed nervously, unable to look away.

“It’s only for one night,” he said calmly. “How hard can that be?”
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Jenny Finnegan stepped from the buggy onto the packed dirt of the street, angling herself across ankle-deep grass to the doorway of the small house. The steps, of which there were two, creaked and sagged with the weight of her footsteps. She paused and stared downward at the spongy wood slats. They could use replacing. She’d speak to her brother about that.

She brought her gaze upward and continued to the door.

The flushed face of her sister-in-law, Maire O’Fallen Finnegan, answered her knock. 

“Jenny, it’s good to see you,” she said.

Jenny took in the sight of her. Maire beamed, an obvious result of her expectant state, but also the joy of marriage to her brother, Gerritt. They’d come down a long road she and Gerritt, from Maire’s rape, through a marriage both wanted, but couldn’t sustain, and a trial that had almost sent her brother to jail for a crime he didn’t commit. God had worked all that out, and here, they were with a little one on the way and such love for each other.

“I’m hoping my darling brother is in,” Jenny returned.

At mention of him, Maire’s face somehow grew that much brighter. “He is. He’s in the kitchen writing.” Maire backed up in the doorway, allowing her inside.

The tiny house was warm and cozy in the cooler January temperatures. A fire burned in the grate, sending happy flames up the brick chimney and heat throughout the room. The furniture, though used many times before, was clean and rearranged to benefit the small space.

Maire bustled ahead of her toward the kitchen, and Jenny swung in behind, meeting eyes with her brother instantly. He sat at the table, a notebook in front of him, a dozen pages scattered across the surface and one, two, three pencils.

“Jen ... I heard your voice,” he said. “It’s good you came because I need your advice.”

“My advice?” She pulled out a chair and seated herself, folding her hands in her lap. 

“Yes, I was thinking about book two.”

“Book two?” 

“There has to be a book two because I couldn’t fit it all in book one.”

Book one, the story of Michael O’Fallen – how he came to Florida, met Maire’s mother, Anne, and survived great hardship. Gerritt had already sent it in to be published, last she’d heard.

“What is book two about?”

“Our mother.”

Jenny tossed up her hands, palm outward. “Oh, no. You are not getting me involved in that. She will never allow it. Never.”

Their mother, Amber Finnegan, had a story to tell. Her horrible life as a prostitute in New York, her meeting Michael O’Fallen, and coming to Florida, how she’d married their father, Patrick. She’d often wondered about much of it growing up, but their mother was intensely private and never brought it up.

“You can help convince her,” he said.

“I value my head attached to my shoulders.”

He smiled. “I value that, too, but Mr. O’Fallen’s story isn’t complete without hers, and I need an ally.”

“You need Mama.” This remark from Maire made them both look her way. “Well, you do. She’s the best influence in that household, other than my father, and he will never approach Amber about it. You should get Mama to do it.”

Gerritt ran a hand through his hair. “Do you think she will?”

Maire pulled out her own chair and fell down into it. “Yes, given the right persuasion.”

“Which is?”

Maire tilted her head, the light catching in her eyes. Green eyes. A startling color featured also in her father and her brother, Michael. At the thought of Michael, Jenny all but snorted. Conceited, arrogant windbag. But, being fair, not snobbish. No, he was friendly enough, but at the same time, so full of himself.

And beautiful. She pushed down the thought. Admitting how beautiful he was always pained her. He was like a fine painting. If only, she could frame him and admire for hours at a time and he would never open his mouth. Then again, he sang like an angel, another feature that drove her crazy. To look at him and hear him sing made her mind go places it should not. But then, he chased after her again and she remembered why she disliked him.

“So what do you say, sis?”

Jenny awoke from her daydream to realize she’d missed whatever had been said.

“Where’d you go?” he asked.

“I was thinking your baby will be the most beautiful thing this world has ever seen.”

He grinned and sat back in his chair. “My good looks, huh?”

Jenny smiled at him. “Yours and hers. And our mother will be beside herself to hold a thing of such beauty that’s related to Michael O’Fallen. Her dreams come true.”

“We’ll be hard pressed to contain her,” he said.

“And that is your advantage.” 

Both Gerritt and Maire stared back at her, dumbfounded. 

“Oh, come, now, don’t tell me you haven’t thought of it. You simply need to remind her of her upcoming grandchild, how he deserves to know his past and how it relates to Mr. O’Fallen. She’ll do anything to have him know that.”

Gerritt slapped a hand down on his notebook, his eyes alight, and both she and Maire leaped in place. “Brilliant. Brilliant. Thanks.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

“Now, back to what I came here for.”

Gerritt settled in his chair, taking up a pencil in his left hand. 

“Having solved your problem, you can help solve mine.”

“I can’t fend Michael off for you,” he said. 

He was teasing, but it sat sour with her. She frowned. “Not what I wanted.”

Maire’s expression was a bit shaded. She adored her older brother. However, she didn’t have to put up with his constant attention, so she wouldn’t fully understand.

“I want to create a library.”

“A library?” Gerritt dropped his pencil again.

“Yes. The town doesn’t have one, and it should. I’ve scoped out the empty buildings and decided the old Burrows building would be perfect.”

It sat towards the center of the town, in the best traffic flow. It had ample parking along the front and was open inside, the perfect space for bookshelves. 

“I think it’s a great idea,” Maire said. “Lakesville should have a library, so that writers like Gerritt will have a place to study, a quiet spot to think and write, and so women and children can educate themselves. I’m surprised someone hasn’t proposed the idea before.”

“Someone did,” Gerritt said.

Jenny switched her gaze to his face. “Who?”

“Me.” Gerritt pulled himself upright. “It was before I knew what I wanted to write, before Maire and I were together. I suggested it to the school teacher, Miss Laramie, and she had me write up a petition, which I’m assuming she sent to the town council, only I never heard anything.”

“Papa never mentioned it,” Maire said.

Papa, Michael O’Fallen, Sr., being on the town council.

Gerritt shrugged. “It was probably overlooked. Books have never been all that valuable to some people.” He leaned back in his chair, one arm hooked over the back of the seat. “Why’d you need me for that? I don’t have much influence. You ought to talk to Mr. O’Fallen.”

“I will,” Jenny said. “But first, I want to know how to get books donated, and you’re the perfect person to find out.”

“Me?”

She nodded. “That guy who’s publishing the book for you, I thought maybe you could talk to him and he’d have inroads.”

“You mean Walter Merrill, and you’re right. He probably can. But he’s not due back in town for weeks, maybe even a month or two.”

Jenny’s hopes fell. A month or two would be that much more waiting, and she was tired of waiting. Tired of being listless and bored. Tired of sitting in that great, big house with no use but that of young Michael’s love interest. And that was one-sided.

“There’s Roger,” Maire said.

Gerritt and she exchanged glances, his more worried than hers.

“Roger?” Jenny asked.

“Roger Hewitt,” Maire finished. “He hooked Gerritt up with Walter.”

“Then why the face?” Jenny asked.

Gerritt stared at her for a minute and sighed. “Roger’s ... how to say this tactfully? A ladies’ man?”

“Is that all?” Jenny asked. “So is Nate. And Michael.”

She threw that in there for good measure and earned the look she deserved from Maire. Maire, however, didn’t say anything in response.

“Not that kind of ladies’ man,” Gerritt said. “He doesn’t draw the ladies to him, he runs after them, and Mama would never want you around him.”

“I wouldn’t be around him much. Would I?” she asked. “If he’d agree to bring in books, that’s all I need.”

“He’ll agree,” Gerritt replied. “But the thought of him messing with you ...”

Jenny sat back. That’s what this came back to. His fears because of what happened to Maire. But she wasn’t Maire, and besides, she’d learned from her sister-in-law’s story. She knew better than to be caught in a private location with any man.

“He won’t ‘mess with me,’” she said. “I have a good idea how to handle his type.” She paused briefly before making her next remark, then said it anyway. “I’ve lived with one just like it my entire life.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Jenny regretted her remark for only an instant, long enough to make an apologetic face and switch the subject, and Maire didn’t seem to hold onto the thought for long. That didn’t stop her nagging guilt, however. She had to learn to curb her tongue, especially with her brother’s wife.

They’d grown up together, her being the youngest of the four children. But Maire was as much her sister as if she had one. The fact she’d married Gerritt made her that much closer. 

She really had to respect that more.

“You’ll introduce me?” she asked Gerritt. To whomever this Roger person was. He appeared to be the quickest route to getting what she wanted. 

“On one condition,” Gerritt said. His face said he was none too happy with her right then, but, even in his displeasure, he was uncommonly handsome.

He was her half-brother actually, the child of a man he’d never met, a man who’d tried to kill their parents, as well as, Mr. and Mrs. O’Fallen, some years ago.

“What condition’s that?” Jenny asked.

She considered the look in his eye. Gerritt was like their father in many ways, despite the fact he wasn’t physically related. He was patient, forgiving, and whole-hearted. But every now and then, some strange side of him came out, a certain don’t-mess-with-me mindset that she disliked.

“You go out with Michael.”

He had that look on now, and a retort rose to her tongue. But she suppressed it. She wouldn’t say what she wanted to out of respect for Maire.

“What does Michael have to do with any of this?” she asked, instead.

The stern look on Gerritt’s face intensified. “Michael is crazy about you, and frankly, you’re behaving like a beast. He’s never done anything to deserve your hatred.”

“I don’t hate him,” she said. Dislike, but not hate. As she’d said, he was beautiful enough to look at.

“Then you consent and I’ll introduce you to Roger. Also, you have to talk to Mr. O’Fallen first.”

She’d already planned to do that, though she was slightly intimidated at the thought of it. 

“What if Michael doesn’t agree?” she asked. Inane, stupid question. Of course, he would.

Gerritt gave no response, and she quivered. He was angry. How in the world could her beloved brother be so angry and yet so calm?

“Fine,” she capitulated. “But I make no promises to anything coming of it.”

Gerritt’s face softened somewhat. “I love you, but the resentment’s got to stop. Michael’s the best guy, and he’d do anything for you. Why can’t you see that?”

She gave no response. Maire was now visibly upset, and making Gerritt mad again, would only make her beloved friend feel worse.

“I’ll try,” she said. Jenny stood to her feet. Coming up behind Maire, she laid hands on her shoulder and kissed her cheek. “Sweet Maire. You take care of that beautiful baby. Promise?”

“Yes, Jen.”

Jenny walked over to Gerritt and kissed him, patting his cheek after. “I love you.”

He smiled. “The same. You need any help to find the door?”

She shook her head. “No, and don’t get up.” That remark was for Maire, who looked ready to rise. “See you both later.”

She walked through the house and out the front door, shutting it soundly behind her. Next stop, Mr. O’Fallen, and she’d need all her nerve to handle that.
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Young Michael leaned back on the settee, his legs stretched out in front of him, and crossed his ankles. He turned an envelope in his hands over and back again. 

“You’re not still reading the mail are you?” Amber asked, entering the room.

He glanced up at her and smiled. “Not that mail, no.” He waved the envelope aloft. “This one.”

She seated herself in an armchair at his side. “That one troubles you?”

He stared down at it again. “Yes.”

“May I?”

He laid it in her outstretched hand, and she ran her fingers down the lip. “Thomas Gray? The same Thomas Gray who’s a friend of your father?”

Michael nodded. “The same.”

“You haven’t opened it. Can I ask why?”

He shrugged. “Seems pointless. Whatever he wants me to do, I can’t. Papa will never allow it.”

She crinkled her forehead in apparent concern. “Why don’t you open it and see? Reading never hurt anyone.”

But finding out would. Knowing his dad would pooh-pooh the idea would make it worse. Nevertheless, he recaptured the envelope from her and slit the end. A single page fell out, written in a well-practiced hand.

“Read it aloud,” Amber said.

Michael cleared his throat. “‘Dear Mr. O’Fallen, I am writing with a proposal for you, one which I believe will be beneficial to us both. I am also, in asking it, going behind your father’s back.’”

This brought Michael’s eyebrows upward and his gaze toward the doorway.

Amber laughed softly. “He’s out. He took your mother to lunch.”

Michael exhaled in partial relief.

“Keep reading,” she urged.

Scanning the page, Michael relocated his place. “As much as I love your father, he is stubborn and reluctant.” Michael gave a shallow laugh. “You’ve got that right.” He began again. “‘Therefore, I’m asking this of you with the full intent of handling his agreement myself, so read the question then hold your answer until you see me in person on January twenty-fifth.’”
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