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Chapter One
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Shady Gulch, Dakota Territory

Lottie Mae Peck was drawn to the conversation at the table by the door of the Silver Dollar Saloon. Manfred Albrecht, the blacksmith and part-time bouncer for the Silver Dollar, looked frustrated as he talked and drew on a piece of paper. 

The railroad man who had walked in with Manfred seemed frustrated as well. He’d been asking if the blacksmith could make something for the train engine. Lottie Mae had heard others, who’d entered the saloon, talking about how the train had broken down a few miles out of town. 

She leaned over the table, placing the beers the railroad man had ordered in front of both men. A glimpse of the drawing and she understood what the man was trying to ask Manfred. 

“Manfred,” she said, catching his attention.

The large man shifted, peering into her face. “Ja, Miss Lottie?” 

She grasped the pencil and drew lines on the drawing. “This is what is broken. I know you can fix it.” She smiled at him.

His eyes lit up, and he slapped his hand on the table. “Ja, I can fix train,” he said to the man. “And I have the iron.” He stood. “I get wagon. Go to train.” 

“Good. Good.” The railroad man smiled at Lottie. “Thank you, young lady. I wasn’t making myself clear.” 

Manfred was already out the door. 

“His English is getting better, but he doesn’t always understand new words.” And she was getting a good idea of how to help him with that.

The railroad man handed her a silver dollar. “Thank you. You saved me having to go all the way to Bismarck to find someone to fix the train.” 

She attempted to give the man back his money. 

“You keep it,” he insisted as he walked out the door. 

Lottie Mae walked over to the bar, staring at the silver dollar. 

“What did you do that sent Manfred out of here like his pants were on fire?” asked Beau, the owner of the saloon, and the benefactor of all the women who worked in the saloon and stayed in his boarding house.

“I helped him understand what the railroad man wanted him to do.” She flipped the coin. “And look what the railroad man gave me.” 

Beau smiled. “I told you, you should go back to teaching. You’re a natural.”

Just the thought of stepping into a classroom after what had happened to her, made her teeth grind and her fists clench. “I don’t plan to step in a school again. Not until I’m old and fat.” She was working in the saloon because her family, her superintendent, and the whole community turned on her when she’d been raped by three of the older boys she’d taught. No, she’d not go through that humiliation again.

She put the silver dollar in the pocket of her dress and tapped the top of the bar. “I’m going to supper.”

“It’s early.” He studied her. 

The bad thing about being picked up out of the gutter by her boss, he knew everything about her and could tell when she was upset. 

She glanced at him over her shoulder as she entered the store room. “I need a change of scenery.” She winked and walked straight through the storage room, out the back door, across the alley, and into the kitchen of the boarding house run by Mrs. Dearling. 

The woman would wonder why she came to supper so early but wouldn’t ask questions. Mrs. Dearling was strict about men other than Beau, Jules, the co-owner of the Silver Dollar Saloon, Reverend Webster, and the doctor coming into the boarding house, and she made sure no other men were allowed in the parlor without her being present. She said it was how they made sure the townsfolk knew the girls were women of moral integrity. 

Lottie Mae wasn’t really hungry. She’d had an idea and wanted to think it through without the noise of the saloon. She went straight up to her room on the second floor and closed the door. Teaching had been all she’d wanted to do from the moment she’d opened a book and learned the letters could be arranged into words and stories could be told. But the event that landed her here in Shady Gulch working for Beau Gentry had soured her on ever stepping into a classroom. 

However, she could help Manfred learn to read, write, and understand English better. She sat on her bed, thinking up a way to approach him about the possibility. She pulled the silver dollar from her pocket. She could purchase a reading book, tablet, pencil, and slate for him. And they could spend an hour a morning together before he opened his blacksmith shop. 

She just had to convince him it was a good idea. Happy at the thought of teaching someone and spending time with Manfred, she stood up, and smoothed out her saloon skirt that came to her knees. A quick peek in the mirror ensured her hair hadn’t fallen out of the bun she’d put it in before going to the saloon. The red locks were all pinned in place. She tugged up on the bodice of the dress. While Beau didn’t allow them to dress as skimpy as most saloon girls did, she still didn’t like the fact so much of her chest showed. 

When she’d been ostracized in her community, they’d said she’d lured the boys into their behavior because of her clothing. She had worn a summer dress which had a lower neckline, much like the one she wore now. What a woman wore shouldn’t be a flag to a male to take a woman the way those three had. Her body shook, and her breathing quickened remembering the attack. She’d never been so frightened or devastated. They’d left her in the bushes behind the school, crying, her skirt up over her head as they’d walked off laughing. 

Her stomach lurched at the memory. She grabbed the chamber pot and retched into it. 

This had to stop. Every time she dragged that evening up, this happened. She was the tough one in this house. She stood up to men at the saloon, knowing Beau and Jules had her back. This weakness angered her.

“Lottie Mae?” Freedom asked, knocking on her door. 

“Yes,” she croaked and swallowed to ease the tightness in her throat.

“Are you alright? Mrs. Dearling said she hadn’t seen you.” Freedom opened the door. Her gaze landed on the chamber pot still in Lottie Mae’s hands. “Sugar, you have to move on.” The negro woman her own age, hurried into the room and eased the chamber pot away from her. “What brought this on? Nothing in the saloon that I could tell.” 

Freedom placed the pot back where it belonged and sat on the bed beside her. “You need to look forward, not back. Beau said you were to come back to work when I came in for supper.”

Lottie Mae nodded. He thought she’d been over here eating. “I’ll grab a roll and head over.” She shot to her feet.

“No, you won’t. You’ll come on down to the kitchen and eat something easy on your belly.” Freedom stood and walked over to her. “We all wish our pasts had been different. The only way I keep from doing that, is by looking forward and not back. If I brought up memories, I’d never be able to get out of bed in the morning.” 

Lottie Mae nodded. She rarely thought about that evening. But when she did... “Let’s get supper and get back to the saloon.” Though they worked long hours and were on their feet most of them, it was worth it to be so tired when she went to bed that she didn’t have time to think about what put her here. 

They walked down the stairs. Mrs. Dearling met them at the kitchen doorway. “My heavens, Lottie Mae, I didn’t know you had snuck in here. Come, sit down and fortify yourselves for the evening.”

Lottie Mae sat down in her usual place alongside Freedom and forced down the bread, cold meat, and preserves. Of all the women living here and working in the saloon, she was the one with an ample bosom and hips. And the one most of the patrons of the saloon ogled. She liked the nights she worked behind the bar. Most of her attributes were hidden. 

“I heard you helped Manfred this afternoon,” Freedom said. 

“He was having trouble understanding what the railroad man wanted him to do.” Thinking about helping Manfred pushed away her sad thoughts. 

“I’m sure he’ll do a good job for them. Everyone who comes into the saloon talks about what a good blacksmith he is and we’re lucky he settled here.” Freedom picked up her glass of water and drank.

“Dr. Nolan said the other day that Manfred fixed his buggy to better than new,” Mrs. Dearling added. 

Lottie Mae studied the two women. Why were they gushing about Manfred? They both had a gleam in their eyes that looked like they were being matchmakers. She liked Manfred. He was a big man, but he had a gentleness to him that appealed to her. 

“I’m heading back to the saloon.” She drank the rest of her water and stood.

“I’ll be right there,” Freedom said. 

Lottie Mae left through the back door. She made a stop at the outhouse and entered the saloon through the storage room. Even though she’d been skeptical when Beau found her and gave her a job at the Silver Dollar, she loved all the people who worked in the establishment like family. 

The yeasty scent of beer in the storage room disappeared as she walked into the low hanging smoke in the saloon. Another evening of serving drinks, dancing, and paying for her room at the boarding house. 
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Chapter Two
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Manfred stood outside the Silver Dollar Saloon debating if he should bother Miss Lottie now, while she worked. The railroad man had paid him twice what he’d usually get for the same type of work. If not for Lottie Mae helping him understand the problem, he might have lost the job. 

“What are you doing standing out here, Manfred?” Sheriff Blake asked, slapping him on the back. 

“Talking to myself,” he said, with a weak smile. 

“Come on, I’ll walk in with you.” Sheriff Blake opened the door of the Silver Dollar and motioned for him to walk through. 

He liked this door, it was one of a few in this town that he didn’t have to duck to walk through. Being nearly seven feet tall had its draw backs. But it also intimidated people without him having to be tough. 

The second he stepped into the smoky bar his gaze found Miss Lottie. She was working behind the bar tonight and the saloon was packed. He’d have to shoulder his way in between men if he wanted to speak with her. And then everyone would hear what he said. 

He frowned and stepped to the side to allow the sheriff entry as he debated what to do. 

Beau, the owner of the saloon, beckoned him to the far end of the bar. 

Manfred walked across the room, aware he was being watched. He’d helped out a few times as the bouncer while Beau and Jules were away. Talking with Miss Lottie had been easy then. They were both doing their jobs, keeping the saloon running. 

“Here, take this spot at the end of the bar,” Beau said, placing a glass of foaming beer in front of him. 

Manfred stood at the bar which came mid-chest on most men and hit him at his waist. 

“Did you get the job finished for the railroad?” Beau asked as he poured drinks. 

“Ja. They paid me good. I wanted to thank Miss Lottie for helping me understand.” He raised the beer to his lips as his gaze watched Lottie smile at the men at the bar. He’d noticed her smile didn’t light up her eyes when she worked in here. Only when she talked with him, Beau, Jules, or the other frau.

Beau nodded toward Lottie. “She was a teacher before she came here. You might ask her to help you with your English.” 

“Ja? A teacher?” That explained why she helped him understand so easily. He liked the idea of being alone with Lottie and having her help him with his words. 

“A good one,” Beau added.

Manfred studied him. “Why does she work here instead of at the school?”

Beau’s eyes flared in anger before they softened with sadness. “It’s a story she’ll have to tell you in her own time. Be patient for the answer, her past is something she’d rather forget.”

Manfred nodded. He had a past he wished didn’t haunt him most nights. Yes, he knew all about trying to forget your past.

“I’ll trade ends with her and you can talk.” Beau wandered down the bar, said something to Lottie that shot her gaze to him. She nodded and made her way down the bar.

“Evening, Manfred,” she said, tilting her head back to peer up at him.

“Miss Lottie.” He smiled. “Thank you for your help today. I made more money than I could imagine. Mr. Parker told me he would send more work my way. He said I was aptly suited for being a blacksmith.” He frowned. “I do not understand, but he smiled when he said it.” 

She smiled. This time her eyes lit up and her cheeks darkened a bit. “He said you are ‘aptly suited’ meaning you are big and strong and can pound out metal faster and better than others. That is why he wants to send you more work.”

He grinned. “Ja, I can forge a wagon spring faster than anyone.” Bragging was not his usual way. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to damit angeben.”

“To what?” Her pretty face wrinkled around her eyes as she thought.

“To talk about myself. Make myself important.”

“Oh, to brag.” She smiled. “You weren’t bragging, you were telling the truth.”

“Can I get another beer if you’re done flirting?” one of the men three down from him asked in a surly manner. 

“Be right back.” Lottie grabbed the man’s beer glass and filled it from a barrel behind the bar. 

He had hauled in several of those for Lottie when Beau was gone. Watching her work, he didn’t like her in here. She should be in a school room as Beau had suggested. Maybe he could pay her enough to teach him, she could stop working in the saloon.

She filled several more beer glasses and poured more whiskey into the small glasses before returning to the end of the bar. “The men are thirsty tonight,” she said. 

“Summer does that to a man. The heat and wind here is harsh.” He took a long draw from his beer glass.

“Are harsh. You used heat and wind, that’s two things. The sentence is; the heat and wind are harsh.” Her cheeks darkened, hiding the faint freckles on her face. 

“Thank you. That is twice today you help me with my English.” He inhaled, fortified his confidence and asked, “Would you teach me to talk better English? Maybe even write? I would like to write down the work I do and the money I ask.” 

Lottie shot a glance toward Beau whose attention was on a story being told at the far end. 

Manfred cleared his throat, drawing the woman’s attention back to him. “I can pay you.”

She shook her head, and his stomach dropped to his knees. He should have known she wouldn’t want to waste her time trying to teach him anything. 

“You don’t have to pay me. I’d be honored to help you understand English better.” Her gaze met his and his heart soared.

“Really? You would help this dummkopf German?” He couldn’t hide the happiness forming his words.

She smiled back at him with what felt like the same intense happiness. “Yes. I think it would be fun to help you.” 

He slapped his hand on the counter. 

The loud slap captured everyone’s attention, and the silence afterward made his words, “When do we start?” ring throughout the saloon.

His face flamed with embarrassment. 

“What are you two starting?” someone hollered. 

That caused Lottie’s face to darken. 

“Nothing that concerns any of you drunks,” Beau said in his deep booming voice. 

Jules began playing a song and Freedom, the dark-skinned saloon girl, sang. 

Everyone’s attention turned to the stage, and Manfred leaned down so he didn’t have to talk loudly, “Can you come to the blacksmith shop tomorrow at nine?” 

“I’ll be there,” Lottie said, before moving down to the other end of the bar and sending Beau back.

Manfred didn’t know if she left because they’d concluded business or to keep people from talking. He hoped it was the later. Their schooling was a wonderful way for him to get to know Lottie better. 
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Lottie Mae didn’t usually get up this early after working the night before at the Silver Dollar, but she was excited to teach, even if it was to one person. She thought of how kind the blacksmith was and how he had become as embarrassed as she had when he’d smacked the bar and caught everyone’s attention. 

She giggled as she pulled up the front of her hair with combs and let the rest hang down her back. It had been years since she’d felt this lighthearted. The dark green skirt and calico bodice were her best everyday clothes. If she dressed in anything nicer everyone would think she liked Manfred. Her heart picked up speed thinking about how his size didn’t scare her because he was so gentle. So different from any man she’d ever met.

Making sure the silver dollar from the railroad man was in her skirt pocket, she headed down to get something to eat before going to the mercantile to purchase the items they would need to start Manfred’s lessons. 

“Heavens, you’re up early this morning, Lottie Mae.” Mrs. Dearling bustled about making breakfast for Beau, Jules, and the ladies when they all arrived in the kitchen at ten. Working until two in the morning, made it hard to get up any earlier than nine, usually. If she kept teaching Manfred, she’d have to get up this early every day. 

“I’m helping Mr. Albrecht learn better English. He wants to be able to read and write it as well as speak.” She sat down as Mrs. Dearling, the mother figure in the boarding house, placed fresh bread and chokecherry preserves on the table in front of her. 

“I don’t have anything else prepared,” the woman apologized.

“This is all my stomach wants with so little sleep.” Lottie Mae smiled at the woman and spread the preserves on her bread.

The smell of the fresh baked bread filled the kitchen along with the heat. Mrs. Dearling rose early during the summer to get the baking and cooking done to keep the house bearable to sleep in at night. But she also knew these days took a toll on the older woman. 

“You and Beau should have asked Dallie to continue working here a couple days a week after she and Eldon married.” Lottie Mae knew Dallie was bored being a housewife. Eldon had found a job with Judd Campbell at the grain elevator. Which left Dallie with very little to do with her day after cleaning and doing laundry once a week. When the young woman had stayed at the boarding house after Beau saved her from a life in a brothel, she’d helped Mrs. Dearling with all the household chores. 

“She’s a newlywed and needs to learn to take care of her home proper.” Mrs. Dearling kept up a strong front, but they all knew she had less and less energy to run the boarding house.

Lottie Mae decided she’d make a point of bringing up Dallie helping out to Beau. She was sure he’d agree and make Mrs. Dearling see it was good for everyone. 

Her breakfast eaten and washed down with a glass of water, she wiped her mouth, and grabbed the bonnet she’d placed on the chair beside her. With the bonnet in place, she hugged Mrs. Dearling and left the boarding house by the front door. 

When she wasn’t going to work at the saloon, she used the front door for entering and leaving the boarding house. It made her feel like it was filled with young women who had respectable jobs. While each one of them would never wish to go back to the life that brought them to Beau and the Silver Dollar Saloon, most yearned for the day they could marry, have children, and look back on this stage of their life with fondness. 

Walking down the boardwalk of the main street, she nodded to the shopkeepers opening their stores and the early risers who had ventured out to shop before the weather became unbearable. 

That was the one thing about working at the Silver Dollar Saloon, Beau had made it clear to everyone in the town, his girls did not fraternize with the men who came to the saloon. They delivered drinks, sang, and danced. None of the men who came through the door were allowed to touch the girls or even speak ill of them. Because of this, his saloon girls were treated with more respect around town than the ones in saloons where the women were told to allow the men to pull them onto their laps and go upstairs to give the men favors.

She shuddered thinking how she’d never be able to stand life if she were told she had to do favors for a man she didn’t even know. Criminy, she’d known the three young men who’d attacked her, and she’d hated every second of their hands on her and their forced entry of her body. She would rather die than have any part of a man touching her that way. 

Shoving those thoughts away, she stepped into the mercantile. Mr. Flanagan stood behind the counter reading a ledger. 

He glanced up. “Miss Lottie Mae, what can I help you with?”

“I’d like a slate, chalk, eraser, pad, pencil, and a first reader, please.” She slid the silver dollar across the counter.

“This sounds like you are teaching. I didn’t realize you were qualified.” Mr. Flanagan walked away from the counter to retrieve the items she’d requested.

Because he’d left, she took that as a good reason to ignore his comment. She would love to tell everyone in town she was indeed a school teacher and not a saloon girl, but that would also mean telling them the reason she no longer taught. She couldn’t stomach telling anyone outside the boarding house about that.

Mr. Flanagan returned with the items, wrapping them in brown paper and tying twine around the bundle. He counted back her change. “You helping one of the other ladies at the boarding house learn to read?” 

She’d already made sure every woman in the boarding house could read and write. Having an education was one way Beau made sure they would be ready for a husband and family and it made them feel good about themselves. 

“No. I’m helping Mr. Albrecht. He wishes to be able to read and write English.” She figured people were going to find out sooner or later if she kept showing up at his blacksmith shop in the mornings. 

“You do good by him and I’m sure there are others around here who would like to learn, too. Good day.”

“Good day,” she replied, thinking about what the mercantile owner had said. She wouldn’t mind helping people one on one to learn English. There were a lot of people around here that spoke another language much better than they did the language of the country where they now lived. 

Outside, she turned toward the train depot and stepped into the street. Dust poofed up around her skirt as she walked. The hot August days were baking the dirt and making it as powdery as flour. She stepped onto the board walkway and shook out her skirts. To her right was the side of the Allman Hotel. She walked along the brick building until she came to the city park. The open lot was the crowning glory of the town with shade trees and green grass that was watered by Clyde Dewerst, the town lamplighter and park attendant. 

The large leafy trees gave a bit of relief from the summer sun. She walked through the park enjoying the shade and cool grass. After angling through the oasis, she looked up and spotted the blacksmith shop. Her belly started squiggling with nerves. 

Manfred stepped out of the smaller door to the building. He spotted her and smiled. 

He wore clean clothes, his face was shaved smooth, and his light brown hair was slicked back off his face. While she wouldn’t say his face was handsome, it was memorable and fascinating. His brown eyes were lighter than most brown eyes she’d seen. His jaw square, rugged. His nose the right size for his face but the end curved slightly to the right. It was the lack of anger on his face that left it sleek, without the creases she’d witnessed on so many other men who went through life angry and fretful. 

“Miss Lottie, you are early. I had wished to catch you in the park. We could sit on the bench under the trees where it is not so hot.” He waved a hand toward the park.

“That is a lovely idea. I cut through there on my way here to enjoy the shade.” She waited for him to come abreast of her, and they walked back to the park side by side. 

“What have you brought?” he asked, when she was seated on the bench and he had sat on the ground beside the bench. 

“I purchased items you will need to help you learn.”

“You should not spend money on me. I can repay you.” He shoved a hand into his trouser pocket.

“No. It is the way I prefer to teach. You don’t need to pay for the items.” She put a hand on his arm. It felt as big around as her leg. Heat shot up her arm and settled in her chest. 

He glanced down at where her hand still rested. 

She pulled it back and busied her fingers with untying the twine on the bundle. Her fingers fumbled, and he took the package from her. 

Manfred broke the string as if it were a cobweb. 

Her heart fluttered. 

He picked up each item, inspecting them. “These are all things I remember from my childhood.”

“I’m afraid to teach you English, we’ll have to start as if you are that young boy again.”

He grinned mischievously. “But there is no little girl with pigtails for me to pull.” 

Lottie Mae could see that this large man would have been the big boy in the class and he would have enjoyed tormenting the others. Not in a bad way but as a way to take their attention off his size. 

“No little girls in this class.” She peered into his eyes and her breath caught. The interest in the depth of his eyes sent her mind spinning. 

“Let’s start with the alphabet.” She held out her hand. “Slate and chalk, please.”

He handed her the items and sat crossed-legged, his attention on her hand as she wrote and recited the alphabet. “Now repeat after me.”

Manfred repeated what Lottie said and understood these letters had different sounds than he grew up learning. But even better than understanding the letters, was watching and listening to Lottie. Her copper hair glistened under a strip of sunlight slipping through the tree’s shade. Her creamy oval face and dark brown eyes with flecks of copper glanced from him to the slate and back to him as she waited for him to repeat the letters. Her rosy pink lips were full, soft looking. It had been a long time since he’d fantasized about the softness of a woman’s lips. 

He dropped his gaze and quickly raised it before she caught him admiring her full bosom and generous curves. She wasn’t a slip of a woman. Lottie would be a heavenly armful of soft woman. 

The blood coursing through his body hit his schwanz at the same time he realized he wasn’t repeating the letters. 

“Manfred? Are you feeling alright? You look like you’re overly heated.” 

The concern in her voice and worry on her face started his heart hammering in his chest. This wouldn’t do. He’d learn nothing if he didn’t keep his mind on the slate and not her. 

“I am fine.” He cleared his throat and repeated the letters as she had said them. 

He managed to keep his mind on the lesson until a buckboard pulled up to his shop. “I must go. Mr. Dentz comes a long way to get my help.” He stood. 

“Will this happen every morning?” Her brow furrowed.

“Ja. I cannot tell people I am busy. They wish to have work done by me.” Manfred stood. “I must go. I will come to the saloon tonight, and we can discuss how to find time to teach me.” 

She nodded and gathered her things. 

Manfred glanced over at Mr. Dentz walking into his shop. “I must go. Thank you.” He strode out of the park and up to his shop as Mr. Dentz stepped out the door.

They greeted each other in German and continued their conversation in their native language.

“Were you enjoying the shade of the park?” Mr. Dentz asked.

“Yes, that and I am learning English with Miss Lottie.” Part of his decision to meet Lottie in the park was so anyone passing by would see they were teacher and student. He didn’t want Lottie to be linked with any vicious rumors. 

“Ah, it’s a good idea to learn our new country’s language and be able to communicate. Good for you.” He put a hand on the side of his wagon. “My mower broke. Can you fix it?” 

Manfred looked into the back of the wagon. He could forge a new piece. “I can. You must leave it and I will get started.” He walked to the back of the wagon and pulled on the mower. It was heavy, but not more than he could drag into the building. 

“Don’t hurt yourself,” Mr. Dentz said, stepping up to help him. 

“Stand back. I’ll pull it out and drag it inside.” Manfred tugged on the machinery. It dropped to the ground, jolting his arm sockets. Mr. Dentz helped him drag it into the building. 

“Thank you,” he said, straightening and wiping the sweat from his brow. 

“You’re welcome. If this is ready on Sunday may I pick it up after church?” Mr. Dentz asked.

“Yes.” He took Sunday off. A thought came to him. After he loaded the mower, he could spend several hours learning with Lottie.
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Chapter Four
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Lottie Mae went back to the boarding house, a bit bewildered. Manfred wanted to learn, yet, they had barely started, and he’d hopped up to get back to work. She understood he had to work to live. Yet, it had been his idea to learn. 

“Where have you been?” Belle asked, stepping out of the parlor with a duster in her hand. Her curly brown hair was hidden beneath a head covering of muslin. 

“I was teaching Manfred, but he left as soon as Mr. Dentz arrived.” She pulled her bonnet off her head. “I can’t teach him if he leaves in the middle of a lesson.”

Belle flicked the feather duster at the edge of the doorway. “Then you’ll have to find a time to work with him when he won’t be distracted.” 

Seeing her friend wielding a duster reminded Lottie Mae that she was going to suggest Beau have Dallie work at the boarding house two or three days a week. 

“I’ll be right back.” She placed the school items on the stairs and marched down the hall.

Freedom and Liesa were in the kitchen, ironing. 

Liesa glanced at Lottie Mae. Her porcelain skin was dotted with perspiration.

“You should sprinkle some of that water on yourself,” Lottie Mae said. 

“We’re thinking about a cool dip in the bathing tub when we finish,” Freedom picked up one of the three irons heating on the back of the cook stove. 

“That would be refreshing.” Lottie Mae noticed the fresh cookies on a plate. She put six of them on a small plate. “I’m going to talk with Beau about Dallie coming to help out a few days a week.” 

“That’s a good idea. I don’t mind doing this work, but by the end of the week, working in the saloon so many hours, I can barely keep my eyes open during Sunday Service.” Freedom pressed down on the skirt, Liesa had sprinkled water on. The iron hissed and steam curled up around Freedom’s hands and arms, glistening her face. 

“I’ll be back to help after I sweeten up Beau and ask him.” Lottie Mae walked out the kitchen door, across the alley, and into the back of the saloon. 

Beau was in the store room counting bottles of whiskey. 

“Could you use a break?” she asked, walking up to him, holding the plate of cookies. 

He glanced at the cookies and raised his gaze to her. “What do you want?”

She smiled. He sounded gruff, but they’d all learned that was just his way. Underneath that gruffness was a soft, caring heart. She’d never known another man who would do as much as he did for women he didn’t know and not expect a thing from them in return. 
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