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From Life & Deliverance (The Florida Irish) Book 2:

August 1871

“What is wrong with her?” Amber met Patrick’s gaze with what she trusted was an apology. She didn’t mean to pry into his private life.

Pain reflected on his face. “Her mother died. Her mother. My sister.”

His sister, and he’d loved her a lot. He wore his sadness on his sleeve.

“She watched her waste away to skin and bones, and she’s never been the same since. When she collapsed in her room, her father sent her to live with me. He hoped ...” He sighed and his shoulders slumped. “I am better equipped to teach her what schooling she needs.”

But this wasn’t about schooling. She could see that clearly. 

He led her up the stairs and across the landing to the girl’s bedroom. The door was open, so she stood in the doorway taking in the floral wallpaper, the large vases of flowers, and the lavender shaded lace on the bed coverlet. It was decidedly girly decor. 

Fifteen. Fifteen was too young for such a sweet child to be locked indoors. But then look at her own upbringing.

“Hello,” Amber said.

The girl, a pretty young thing with sky blue eyes and a pale complexion, blinked up at her from her perch on the bed.

“I thought we could talk. May I?” She indicated the bedside chair. 

The girl nodded and picked at the ribbon tied around the end of her long, honey-colored braids.

“My name is Amber. What’s yours?”

“Grace.”

“Grace. That’s a lovely name.”

“Uncle Pat says your Missus Anne’s friend.”

The statement startled her. She and Anne were not friends. In fact, it seemed far from it. However, it made sense he would say that. A reference to Anne would be more acceptable than to explain how she knew Michael.

“Well ... yes.” She answered reluctantly and quickly switched the subject. “What do you like to do?” 

What could a child do locked in her room all day?

Grace smiled and the expression brightened her face, highlighting the sprinkling of freckles crossing the bridge of her nose.

What a lovely child she is. A child who would sweep into the heart of some lucky boy someday.

“I read a lot,” Grace said. “Do you read?”

No, growing up she hadn’t had time for reading, or time for schooling for that matter. 

“I’m afraid my reading isn’t that good,” she said. Her father hadn’t cared if she learned, nor had the parade of men who entered and left her room. 

But she understood being locked away. Maybe their circumstances were far apart. This girl was young and fragile, and she’d been hardly that. But what she’d endured had made her want to crawl into a hole and disappear. 

Until Michael O’Fallen. He’d made her feel real and far more female than any other man.

“You want me to read to you?” the girl asked, and her gentle voice pierced through Amber’s thoughts. 

Amber gave her an encouraging smile. “I’d love that. Why don’t you pick your favorite story?”
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PROLOGUE
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Central Florida 1873

“Nicholas Sawyer, you put me down.” 

The young girl’s giggles pealed through the crisp spring air overtop the laughter spurting from his lips. Nick tightened his grip on her ankles and tossed her higher on his shoulder, her head inverted down his back. “I’ll put you down all right.” Where he wanted. 

She renewed her struggles, small fists pounding the center of his back, but he ignored her, shoving the barn door open with his foot. 

“Don’t you dare,” she fumed at sight of the inside of the barn.

But, boots clomping across the packed dirt, he headed for the pile of hay in the corner anyway. Pausing over the scented grass, he lifted a whiskey bottle to his lips and swigged. ”I would,” he replied.

He palmed the bottle, sliding it beneath his arm, and slung her over his shoulder in an arc. She landed in the hay with a whump, her hair sailing about her face, her skirt flying above her calves. He fell atop and rucked it higher.

She gave a horrified shriek. “You’re drunk.”

He grinned at her. “Perhaps I am.” Sliding his hands along her thighs, he pressed their mouths together. She grunted and beat at his chest. Yet, unhurried, he pressed in harder, forcing her lips apart with his tongue. 

She wrenched her face away. “No, you are drunk,” she repeated.

He reached for the bottle, a smirk forming. “Jealous?” Grasping her hair, he tilted her head back and poured the whiskey in her mouth. 

Spitting and sputtering, she exploded in a laugh, and, golden liquid dripping off her chin, hooked one hand behind his head and pulled him down to her again.

A blinding ray of light and the clang of the barn door sent her flying to her feet. Scratching at her rumpled dress, she tried to appear normal. “M-marcus, we ... we wasn’t doin’ nothin.’”

The broad shouldered boy in the entrance leaned on one hip. “I seen what nothin’ you wasn’t doin’. I’ll bet Mama and Papa will want to know.”  Stomping across the distance, he snatched Nick by the nape of his neck and sniffed. “You both smell like a brewery.” 

Nick kicked at him and missed. Marcus was both taller and stronger than he was, a fact he proved by hauling him off his feet. 

“I told you to stay away from my sister,” he said. “Since you’re bein’ so hardheaded, I think I’ll make an example of you.” Dragging Nick behind him, he crossed the wide, grassy yard, scattering chickens in his wake. 

“Marcus, don’t do this,” his sister pleaded, snatching at his sleeve. “He didn’t mean it.”

Marcus’ gaze darkened. “Looked to me like he did.”

“I ... I encouraged him. Blame me and let Nick go.”

He halted then and, spinning around, grasped her arm. Balancing Nick on one side and her on the other, he surged forward. “You can explain that to our parents. I believe they’re in the garden visitin’ with his folks, who also might find this whole thing interestin’.”

Skirting the edge of the farmhouse, he rounded the back corner, his determined manner incongruous with the multitude of blossoms perfuming the side of the house. 

Heads turned as he approached.

“Found these two smashin’ their faces in the barn.” He deposited them at their parents’ feet. “And this one ...” He kicked dirt in Nick’s face. “Has imbibed almost an entire bottle of good whiskey.”

“Nicholas?”

His jaw tight, Nick glared up at his father.

“Young man, explain yourself.”

Nick stumbled to his feet, the ground shifting in his vision. So what? He’d had too much whiskey, not like his dad hadn’t ever done the same.

Marcus pointed a large finger at his sister. “She said it was her fault.”

“Melissa? What is he talking about?” One hand curled around her throat, their mother trembled.

“Nothin’, Mama.” The girl stuck out her chin. “Marcus is just bein’ mean.”

“Phillip, she smells like a brewery,” the woman said, pinching her nose.

Phillip, a burly man with dark curly locks clipped close to his skull, lumbered to his feet. He reached down and yanked the girl from the earth. “I am ashamed of you showing such wanton behavior. I guess we’ll have to send you to your grandmother’s house anyway.”

The girl’s eyes widened, and her face paled. “Papa, no!”

But her father’s expression said plainly he’d decided. “Maybe after a little time there, you’ll learn to behave like a lady. I’ll not have my daughter disgrace me like this.”

Milton Sawyer’s rise from his seat turned faces his way. He reached for his son, but Nick twisted away, his insides simmering. “No, don’t touch me.” 

He flattened a palm outward in his father’s face. “Watched ... watched you hit my sister. Watched you dr-drink and gamble our money away, and n-now ... now you try to place nice?”

“Nicholas!” his mother hissed. “Do not air this family’s laundry.”

“Laundry?” His volume increased. “You ain’t ... ain’t got the guts to speak up against him.”

His father’s fist impacted his chin, and his head snapped back. Blinded by a spurt of blood from his nostrils, he crumpled in the dust, at sight of his father, crawling backward on his heels. 

He caught his mother’s face and gulped. Tired. Broken. He loved her. She was the only good thing left here, and now he’d hurt her. He shouldn’t have said any of that, should have thought of her feelings before he spoke. 

He wiped a bloody hand on his pants and scrambled to his feet. 

But it was too late now. He’d blown it again. He should go, find himself, make his own life. They’d be better off without him around anyway. 

His mind made up, he cast a final glance at his mother’s face and ran.
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CHAPTER 1
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New York City, 1873

Taking hold of the knob, Michael O’Fallen, opened the door and reentered the hotel room. His wife, Anne, ensconced on the couch with the burden of their daughter plastered to her chest, glanced at him over her shoulder. 

“That took you long enough,” she remarked.

He turned away long enough to close the door. “Aye, it did.” Crossing the room, he threw himself onto the settee at her side and laid a hand on their daughter’s back.

Anne wrinkled her nose. “What is that smell?”

A grin rose on his lips. “What smell?”

Her eyes moist, she blinked and declined her head away. “That horrible smell. What did they do to you?

“Oh, that smell,” he laughed. “That’d be Mrs. Valentino’s fifteen cats.”

“Fifteen!”

The rapid patter of little feet pulsed across the room and a small golden-haired form flew into Michael’s lap. “Papa! Papa!”

Michael caught his son in midair and lifted him overhead, dangling him face-first toward the floor. The boy became a waterfall of giggles.

“Be a little quieter, both of you,” Anne said. “You’ll wake Maire.”

Placing a finger to his lips, Michael gave his son a wink, and the boy returned the gesture. He lowered him into his lap. 

The boy scrunched up his face. “Papa, you stink.”

Anne’s smile extended itself and she gave a sharp nod. “You’re right. Papa stinks.”

“I stink, eh?” Michael returned. “How about you take some of it?” He gripped the boy’s head, mashing it against his shirt. 

Young Michael struggled and squealed. “Papa, stop!”

A grunt burst from Maire’s lips and, sleepy-eyed she raised her head. Michael softened at the sight. “Good afternoon, Princess.”

She rubbed her green eyes with damp fists then extended her arms his direction. He dumped young Michael in the floor and took her from Anne’s arms. However, Maire pushed back instantly, her eyes wide.

“Papa stinks,” young Michael declared to her from his new position in the floor. “Papa, you need a bath.”

Maire wriggled free of his grip.

“It’s official,” Anne said. “Even your daughter can’t stand the smell of you.”

He chuckled and rose from the settee. Heading toward the bedroom entrance, he began unbuttoning his shirt. “Fine. My own family.” Tugging his shirt from his waistband, he removed it and tossed it over his shoulder. An envelope fluttered to the floor.

“Almost forgot,” he said. “There’s a letter from your Mama.” He plucked the envelope from the wooden boards and pressed it to his forehead. “Let me see. Your father misses you. ‘When are you bringing my grandbabies?’” he said in a falsetto. “Oh, and ‘Chase and Nate are growing like weeds.’”

“Michael, she has nothing else to talk about. Besides, you know I want to know about Nick.”

Michael returned to the settee, and, leaning over the back, lowered his face before hers. She snatched for the envelope, but he moved it out of reach. “Kiss me first,” he said.

“Ewww!” Young Michael covered his eyes.

Michael glanced at his son. “Ewww? You just wait, son, your day will come.” But the boy wagged his head enthusiastically from right to left.

Michael returned his face to Anne’s. “So how about it?”

She placed both hands on either side of his face. “Maybe when you don’t smell like a cat. Now, give me the letter.”

Straightening, he dropped it in her lap. “You owe me one, Mrs. O’Fallen,” he remarked.

“Noted,” she replied.

He wandered back toward the bedroom, disappearing behind the wall, and tossed his smelly shirt on the end of the bed. He shouldn’t give her a hard time. Any news from home was welcome. They’d been cooped up here in the big city for weeks now, and he couldn’t wait to return. 

“Michael?” her voice carried through the wall.

Shirtless, he returned to the living room and leaned his shoulder on the dark, wood trim.

“Michael, it’s Nicky.”

Nick, her brother. He’d written them just before he’d received the invitation to sing in New York. That Nick had even bothered to write was a bad sign. There’d evidently been more trouble between him and Anne’s father.

What about Nick?” he asked. He ran his fingers through his hair, sending it upward in spikes.

Anne pressed a shaking hand to her chest. “Oh, Michael. Poor Mama.” 

“What’s the boy done now?” he asked.

“That’s just it,” she replied, her gaze falling back to her lap. “He’s gone.”

“Gone?”

She nodded. “Run away. Apparently, he got into some fight with Papa and took off. He’s been missing for over a week. Michael, we have to go home. We have to find him. He’s all mixed up inside. He never forgave Papa for what he did to me. This is my fault.”

“Now, hold up there,” Michael said, returning to her side. “No, it isn’t. Nick’s eighteen, old enough to make dumb choices. I certainly made plenty at that age. But you’re right about one thing, we need to go home. Too bad it can’t be tonight.”

She made a face at him. “You’re not backing out of this. I haven’t lived in this hotel room, toted our children all over town, attended awful, high society functions, and worn stuffy, horrible clothing to not see you perform.” She touched his chin. “You can do this.”

He captured her hand and kissing her fingers, pressed them to his cheek. “I only want to be with you.” 

“Remember what Patrick said. Your life is a testimony of the goodness of God, and your voice is the means to share it.”

He exhaled his breath in a stream. “I keep telling myself that.” He stood to his feet and returned to the bedroom. 

But her final words caught him on his way out. “Oh Nick, my darling brother, where are you?”
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The West Coast of Florida

Nick flattened himself to the warm bricks in the alley, his eyes on the back door of the bar, and prayed the evening shadows properly hid his face. Digging his fingers into the uneven mortar, he waited. If he was right, when the girl emerged, he had one minute to approach her before the big guy would come out. He focused his eyes on the door and wished he were a bit closer. But there was nowhere else to stay hidden except back here. 

The door quivered and the handle jiggled. Then a relentless pounding came, and the door shot open. A girl, her hips swaying, emerged with a sack in her hand.

He spurted from his hiding place, screeching to a halt at her feet. “I’m here,” he said.

She jumped in place and threw her palm over her heart. “Nick, you shouldn’t scare me like that.” She flicked her red mane over her shoulder and extended the sack. “It’s the best I could do. He’s watchin’ me now.”

He didn’t bother to open it, but wadded it up in his fist. “Thanks, Sal.”

She made to move back inside, but he grabbed her arm, pulling her short. She glanced down at his fingers as if they burned.

“It gets lonely,” he said.

She raised her gaze to his face. “Where you stayin’?”

He jerked his head to the east. “Abandoned place on First Street. You know the one?”

She smiled, pink lips parting. “Say I come by there after, you’ll look for me?” She rested one hand on the door.

“Yes.”

“Then all right. Now, scoot.” She flipped her wrist.

He peeled himself away. Back at the corner, he crouched and tore open the bag. Wrapped in grease paper were two hanks of roasted pork, a folded napkin filled with three-day-old biscuits, a square of vanilla cake, and an apple. Starving, he sat and consumed all but one biscuit and the apple. He’d save them for breakfast and lunch. 

He tucked the remaining food into the bag and headed across the town’s streets. He’d lucked out the first few days after he’d left home by running into a family heading for the coast. Passers-through, they hadn’t known him for a local and so had believed the story he concocted.

Need travel to see my elderly aunt, he’d said. She’s dying.

His conscience had bothered him a bit about lying. His mama had brought them up better. She always said God saw what you did and knew what you said. Well, if that was the case, then he was doomed for sure because he’d certainly done a lot of bad things.

Drinking for one. Seeing what drink had done to his father ought to have turned him away from it, but it hadn’t. Seemed like all the wealthy, older men drank their share, and it didn’t hurt them any. Then, after a while, it had served another purpose in his life – helping him to forget. Forget the pain he saw in his mother’s eyes. Forget the poverty at home. Forget his failure of a father.

The only man he’d ever respected was his sister’s husband, Michael. But Michael was off being famous and had no time for him. His sister had made that clear with her response to his letter.

He crossed the wide, dirt street, darting between a buggy overloaded with packages and an empty wagon drawn by a sway-backed horse. Slipping into a narrow alley, he headed for the sandy shoreline. The rush and pull of the waves filled his ears, and, removing his shoes, he sank his toes into the warm earth, his steps taking him toward the water.

It was so big, the ocean. He’d always known that, yet somehow was still unprepared that first moment he’d stood here. 

The water foamed around his ankles, soaking the hem of his pants. 

Yet, that first time, he’d realized what drew men to the sea. It offered some unspoken freedom, was full of dreams and visions of the people who lived out there, entire countries, cities, and towns, jungles on distant shores the likes of which you’d never seen.

Tiny silver fish darted in and out of the waves in front of a brown pelican, swooping high. He dove into the water with a smack. Seagulls squawked overhead. 

Too bad Nate and Chase couldn’t see it. He loved his little brothers, just three and seven years of age.

His eyes intent on his feet, his strolled the shoreline and pictured them there. Time passed, and the sun, a gigantic, orange ball, melted into the horizon, surrendering to the darkness. With a sigh, he spun on one heel and headed toward town.

If Sally would come like she said, maybe for once he would have somebody to talk to, maybe even warm flesh to sleep with. The lonely nights stretched out before him, each hour an echo of the last, the ache which had formed inside almost unbearable. He missed sleeping in a bed instead of the dirty floor.

At the edge of the sand, he dusted his feet and refastened his shoes. Sally had taken pity on him. He’d happened upon her one afternoon as she dumped a bucket of soapy water in the alley. She’d paused, a hand on her hip and stared. At his hair. Girls always liked his golden hair, wanted to touch it for some reason, and usually he didn’t let them. But in this case he was hungry. 

“Your whole family got hair like that?” she’d asked.

Of course, her hair was red, and he could have asked the same question.

“My sister and I,” he’d replied. And her two children. But they had Michael’s green eyes.

Their conversation had been interrupted by the guy who tended the bar. He hadn’t been too happy to see her feeding some young scamp and so had warned him to stay away.

Approaching the abandoned house he’d taken residence in, Nick perched on the front steps. He’d sat there maybe thirty minutes when Sally appeared in the darkness. He followed her pace until she stopped at the foot of the walkway.

“Nick?”

He waved at her, and her face brightened. She glanced over his head at the shattered windows of the dilapidated house. “Kind of creepy,” she said.

He shrugged, though he thought so too. “It’s dry.”

“We should go somewhere warm.” She rubbed her arms. “I got a place, but I’ll have to smuggle you in. They don’t like boys in there. That is ... if you want.”

Did he want to sleep somewhere else? Anywhere, so long as he wasn’t alone. He stood and took her hand, following her into the street.
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Central Florida

“Hello, Grace. I thought I’d come visit for a while ... if you want.”

Grace Devoe stared through the open doorway at her best friend and swallowed the lurching of her heart. It wouldn’t hurt her, the outside, but it sure seemed like it would. She took a deep breath.

“I can come in if that’s better.” Ella Pearson ran her hands down her homespun skirt.

Grace inhaled. No, she had to do this. She had to walk through that door. She’d done it before, late one night to save her Uncle Pat, his wife, Amber, and their friends the O’Fallens, so she could do it again. However, a wave of heat washing over her senses halted her in place. She closed her eyes. 

God is with me. God is with me. She must remember that. No matter where she goes, God in heaven was there loving her, holding her up in his hands, like Uncle Pat described.

Ella extended her arm. “Why don’t you take my hand, and I’ll help you. I promise to keep you safe.”

Grace looked at her friend with gratitude. Kind people made this easier. She clasped Ella’s fingers and took the first step. A shudder rippled up her spine. She gasped and stumbled. 

Ella swooped to her side, wrapping an arm around her waist. “Lean on me, Grace. It’s all right.”

One. Two. Three. Four. She counted her steps through the doorway and onto the porch. Her feet were numb, and she could no longer feel her legs. Her mind screamed at her. Run! Run inside! But she didn’t. She couldn’t run anymore. She had to try.

Ella settled beside her on the porch swing, her arm still around her side, and Grace concentrated on her breathing. It smelled fragrant outdoors, the odors of springtime wafting thick on the night breeze.

Grace pulled herself upright and smiled at her friend. “Thanks, Ella.”

Ella tilted her head, blonde ringlets swinging around her face, and returned the expression. “It’s okay. Look at how well you’re doin’.”

She was doing well. Three years ago she wouldn’t even leave her room. That was before Amber came.

“I sure wish you could come to my birthday party next month, Johnny’s gonna be there.”

Johnny Ellington. Ella was sweet on him, and so she talked about him a lot. She’d brought him by once, and he’d been nice enough. But she didn’t know how to talk to a boy, so from her perspective, it’d been awkward.

“He asks about you.”

Grace made a face. Probably asked if she was still sick and talked about her with his friends. She was used to that because everyone in town talked about her. 

“That poor sick girl,” they’d say.

No one but her family understood, and they loved her anyway.

Ella forged ahead. “You should come. I know that’ll be hard for you though, so only if you feel like it. There’ll be other boys there if you don’t like Johnny. You know Liz is married and has a baby on the way, and Theresa’s engaged. If we don’t catch up we’re gonna both be old maids.” She giggled. “Guess we can be old maids together.” She swung her legs on the swing causing it to jiggle.

Grace pressed a hand to her stomach. “I’m getting married someday.”

Ella paused from her kicking and threw her hands to her hips. “What? You think a husband’s gonna just fall at your feet?”

“God will send him,” Grace replied simply.

Her head tilted, Ella seemed lost in thought. “I suppose He could, Him bein’ God and all.”

“He sent Amber to my uncle.”

She loved Amber, and Amber loved her. It was hearing Amber cry when she first came here that had made her want to come out of her room. She’d had to because Amber needed her. Then the night of the big fire, Amber had held her hand and hugged her tight, knowing how hard it was for her to go outside, how she’d felt like she would die. 

Grace glanced up at the ceiling of the covered porch. God had sent the rain, a miracle that put the fire out and stopped it from spreading. And Uncle Pat had proposed to Amber, and now they were so happy. Since God could do all that, He could also send her a husband. 

She held her thoughts inside, and Ella returned to swinging her legs. 

“If you came to the party, you could talk to Johnny, and there’s a new fellow in town. His name is Matthew.”

Grace rolled her eyes.
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New York City

Michael picked at his cravat for the thousandth time. How was he expected to sing in this ridiculous outfit? 

As if in response, Anne appeared at his side. “You look handsome,” she said.

He twisted his head to view her and received an eyeful of cleavage. An eyebrow snaked upward. “Where did you get that one?” He inclined his head toward her dress.

She glanced down at the shiny blue satin. “I think the cat lady supplied it.”

He chuckled and tugged again at his neck. “Can’t see her wearing it.” Not with her being as tall as she was. At well over six feet, it’d barely reach her knees, and wouldn’t that be a sight?

Anne removed his hands from his neck. “Stop doing that. And I don’t think it was hers.”

He turned around and took her hands, curling them in his. “Tell me again I can do this.”

She inclined her head, and her hair, swept into a coil at her neck, revealed the graceful line of her throat. “You can do this, and once you do, we can go home and find my brother.”

A rumble came from the adjoining room and a smattering of applause. Michael sucked in a deep breath, his lungs bursting. “How many people are out there?” he asked, releasing it in a whoosh. It sounded like a thousand. Of course, two was too many for his taste.

“Don’t look at the people,” she said. “Just look at me. Sing like it’s you and I and no one else in the world.”

He raised a hand to her cheek, his thumb caressing her soft flesh. “I like that image.”

She leaned against his palm. “Also, be yourself. Be the funny, wonderful man I’m in love with.”

He wrapped her in his arms, his chin perched on the crown of her head. “Say that again.”

“That you’re funny and wonderful?”

He tightened his grip. “That you love me.”

She pulled back, her gaze fastening on his face. “Mo ghrá thú,” she said in Gaelic. I love you.

A knot formed in his throat. “Tá mo chroí istigh ionat,” he finished. My heart is inside you.

“Mrs. O’Fallen?” a female voice called from outside the room. “Are you ready? We’ve saved you a seat.”

Anne separated herself, but he snatched her back. Tilting her face upward, he covered her mouth with his, snatching from her his breath and life, his power to be. 

She laid a gentle hand on his chest. “You can do this,” she whispered.

She wandered away, and he stared around the empty room, the brocade chairs, expensive striped wallpaper, and crystal sconces, out of place in his thinking. Growing up here, he and his mother had known only the Five Points, a crowded, run down tenement, and a large, mostly empty church. After she died, he hadn’t had even that, but had snatched a meal any place he could find it, sleeping wherever it was warm. Until the night he’d killed a man and run away. 

Yet, for his voice, the town forgave him. Sing for us, and we’ll love you. But love was found inside his heart where Christ lived. It had taken him a year to figure that out. Love was also where Anne was. God had saved them both from a horrible fate and given them a wonderful future. Now, if only he could figure out how to tell the people, and if only they would listen.

He closed his eyes. “Mama, I can do this.”

A hand tapped his shoulder. “Mr. O’Fallen, it’s time.”

Michael smiled and followed the young man toward the entrance of the great hall. The crowd rose to their feet. Dressed in their finery, they’d turned out by the thousands to hear him sing. His gut twisting, he shoved down the overwhelming panic and focused on only one face. Anne’s. She stood to her feet with the people, a smile on her lips. Speechless at the sight of her, he froze.

Just you and me, she’d said. Him and her against the world. How it’d always been.

Silence crawled over the throng and a murmur arose, heads turning, ladies fans swishing back and forth. 

Anne smiled at him, her mouth forming the words. You can do this.

Michael cleared his throat. “Mar gheall air sin, fágfaidh duine a athair agus a mháthair chun bheith go dlúth i bpáirt lena bhean, agus aon cholainn amháin a bheidh sa bheirt acu. For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh.”

The crowd stilled.

“I am nothing without my wife,” he said. “I sing for her. I sing because God has asked it of me, because He made of my life more than I could ever dream.” He licked his lips and fell into a gentle, Irish burr. “An oi sin' cos oi'm Oirish.” 

The crowd’s laughter filling the atmosphere, Michael glanced at the musicians. Fingers poised on their strings, they eyed the conductor, who lifted his arm and signaled the start. 

Notes swept toward the vaulted ceiling of a tune as old as he was, from a heritage he was proud of, and the lyrics rising inside, Michael burst into song.
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CHAPTER 2
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The West Coast of Florida

Hunched behind Sally’s back, Nick peeked over her shoulder into the dark building hallway. 

“Wait,” she whispered, grasping tighter hold of his sleeve. “Almost ... now.” Yanking his arm, she pulled him after her and up the cramped stairwell.

The fragrance of females, powder and perfume, as well as the scent of old food and a faint odor of garbage assaulted his nostrils. 

Her hands planted between his shoulder blades, she urged him on. “Quick. Hurry.” 

He stumbled, his boot catching on one of the treads, but she ignored it, instead, dragging him down the corridor to a room at the end and forcing him inside. She shut the door, and leaned back on its worn surface.

Her face was flushed. “If they find you here, they’ll kill you and me both.”

He stood uncertain in the center of the room. A vanity table loaded with bottles and jars and a gilt stool sat beneath a gold-framed mirror. To its side was an open trunk spilling over with discarded clothing – dresses, hosiery, underthings. His face heated.

“Oh.” She dashed to the chest, shoving the things inside, and snapped the lid. “Sorry about that.”

Not that he hadn’t seen a female’s underthings before. He did have a sister. But these weren’t hers.

Sally waved him toward the tiny bed. “Make yourself comfortable, and don’t mind me.”

But his discomfort only increased as, flinging her clothing aside, she disrobed and donned a nightdress. 

She caught his gaze. “Nick? You okay?”

He didn’t speak, couldn’t speak. Funning around with Melissa was one thing; he’d been drunk then. But being here with Sally was another thing entirely.

“You ain’t never ...” She said it like it the surprise it was. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He wadded his hands in his pockets. “How was I supposed to do that?”

“I guess you wasn’t, and anyway, I ain’t askin’ you to, so you can relax.” Taking his hand, she led him over to the bed and pressed him down on it. “How old are you anyway?”

The rumpled sheets wafted a heady scent beneath him. Sitting sideways, his legs over the metal rails, he buried his head in his hands. “Eighteen.”

She shifted her position behind him, her fingers kneading his shoulders, and he tensed. She tapped him on the head with one finger. “I said relax. I’m only gettin’ the kinks out. What’s a boy your age doin’ on his own?” she asked.

Running. Escaping. He kept that inside and shrugged. “No reason to go back.”

“Go back to what? What did you leave behind?”

She jabbed one finger at the base of his neck, and he groaned. 

“Wow, you’re stiff,” she said. 

After another minute, she ceased her motions and tugged him down at her side. Folding herself around him, she laid her head in the crook of his neck, her red hair tickling the sides of his face.

“So tell me,” she said. “What’s back there?”

Nick inhaled, the truth leaden on his tongue. “My family.”

“They treat you bad?”

“My dad,” he replied.

She snuggled tighter. “Mine raped me.”

His head whipped sideways, almost involuntary. “He ... he did?”

She nodded, matter-of-fact. “That’s why I ran away. Nobody cared about me, but me. That said, I’m not one of those saloon girls, not that I don’t get offers ... the red hair, you see. But I decided that first day to make something respectable of myself.” She met his gaze.

“Like what?”

“I’d like to have a dress shop.”

“A dress shop?” 

She stated it so plainly, a smile lighting her face. “Like the ones in big cities where ladies come in and get a fittin’. But I know nobody’s gonna hand it to me.” She wagged one finger in front of her face. “I’ll have to work for it.”

In that thought, they were different. She had a dream for her life, a big dream she hadn’t let go of, even with living and working in this town. Whereas he had nothing. No home. No job. Nowhere to go, and nothing that mattered to him.
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