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“Tá Spiorad an Tiarna orm, mar gur choisric le hola mé. 

Chuir sé uaidh mé ag tabhairt an dea-scéil do na boicht, §

ag fógairt a scaoilte do bhránna 

agus aiseag a radhairc do dhaill; 

ag scaoileadh lucht géarbhroide saor; 

ag fógairt bhliain ghrásta an Tiarna.” 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, to preach the acceptable year of the Lord (Lk 4:18-19).

FROM LOVE & REDEMPTION (The Florida Irish) Book 1:

May 1870

Patrick Finnegan smiled in at them, his forehead wrinkled.

“I’m early,” he said. “I hope that’s all right.”

“Of course, I appreciate your coming up here. It seems everywhere I go people want my attention.”

Patrick Finnegan nodded sharply and, removing his hat, twisted it in his hands. “I understand.”

Michael backed away from the doorway and waved him into the room. “Please, come in. What is it you wanted to talk to me about, Mr. Finnegan?”

But Patrick Finnegan stopped, seemingly nervous at the sight of Anne. “Mrs. O’Fallen,” he said. “I hope you’re feeling better.”

She offered him a smile. “I’m tired, but that’s nothing rest won’t cure.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” he said. He redirected his gaze to Michael. “I realize this will come at you as unusual, but you speak Gaelic?”

Michael rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Some. I’m afraid I’m a bit rusty though. Why?”

Patrick paused, licking thin lips. “Well, twofold really. If I might be bold?”

Michael nodded, and Anne’s curiosity built.

“Matthew 19:5, that is what you quoted?” he asked. “‘And they twain shall become one flesh’.”

“You speak Gaelic?” Michael asked.

“As you said just said, ‘some’, though, I fear, yours is much better than mine.”

“Why don’t we take a seat?” Michael gestured to a pair of high-backed chairs set around a small, round table in the corner. 

Patrick stepped over and perched delicately on the edge of a seat. “Thank you,” he said. He cleared his throat. “I mention the verse because it seems significant, given your wife’s injuries.”

Michael shifted in his seat, his brow wrinkling. “I’m afraid I don’t follow you.”

“Perhaps, I should back up a bit.” Patrick glanced at Anne. “You were injured in the storm. Correct?”

Michael answered for her. “She was.”

“I was praying that night,” Patrick continued. “The Lord placed a burden on my heart such as I’ve never felt before, and in the midst of my prayers I saw a face, a woman’s face. I knew she was gravely ill, almost to death. However, God impressed on me she must live for she was the support for another with a work to do.”

Patrick stood to his feet and crossed the room to the bed. He took Anne’s hand, a strange, familiar gesture. 

“It was your face I saw,” he said. “I knew it the moment your husband brought you to the platform. While standing there, I saw the struggle you’ve had in your heart. I must tell you. Do not be afraid to rely on your spouse for God would heal the fear you’ve held in your heart. He brought you together and wants you to know that your husband cannot do what he needs to without you.”

Her fingers warmed in his, the heat from his touch spreading up her limbs, almost as if he held some power within.

“If I could ask ...” Michael interrupted. “Who are you that you know all this?”

Patrick turned his head, smiling softly. “I understand your feelings. This is obviously odd., so let me introduce myself. I am Reverend Patrick Finnegan.”

“Reverend?” Anne blurted.

He nodded sharp. “Yes. Ten years ordained. My story is the other half of my reason for being here. But before I get to the telling of that, I have to say this.” He released Anne’s hand and faced Michael squarely. “They tell you your voice is a gift, and indeed it is, but God has kept you all these months because of the job He has for you to do. You have known this?”

Michael pressed his hands hard to his knees, but spoke confidently. “Aye,” he said.

Her heart leapt.

“Then I have only confirmed what you knew already and this is the way God works.”

“What is it ... this work I am to do?” Michael asked.

Patrick’s countenance changed, growing lighter. “That involves my own story, for you are the answer to a prayer I’ve long had since I was a child.”
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PROLOGUE
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June 1863, New York City

“Cain’t ... cain’t b-believe you didn’t ... didn’t ...” The man hiccupped, and the odor of whisky smacked his tablemate in the face. “Die,” he finished. Through bleary, red-rimmed eyes he lifted his glass, draining the contents in one swallow. “I’ll have s-another,” he slurred.

His tablemate nodded and generously refilled his glass. Worthless drunk. But then getting him drunk was the idea. 

The man gulped at the golden liquid, dribbling it on his chin, and slid his hand down to his crotch. “L-lice,” he garbled, scratching vigorously. Emptying the glass, he extended it again across the table.

But this time, his tablemate corked the bottle.

“N-now, friennnd,” the man said, the words dragging out interminably. “Y-you promisssed me. You sssaid even trade.”

“Indeed,” his tablemate said in a rumbling voice. “And so where’s my part of the bargain?”

“Yyyour part is upstairs. I gots ... gots her all ready for ya.” His eyes filled then with great, salty tears. “She’s ... she’s all I got. Speshhhal, she is.”

The tablemate, a burly man in his mid-forties, hardly doubted that, though he’d seen her and she was a pretty young thing. Fresh. Pure. Just like he liked. But what father traded away their daughter? Not one who found her special.

He scratched his bearded chin.

His chair legs scraped across the floor leaving dark streaks in the caked dust as he stood up from the table, and the drunk’s words repeated in his brain. Cain’t believe you didn’t die. 

Well, he didn’t die. Worthless war. He was too smart to die. In fact, smart enough to make a dime or two volunteering for service, deserting, and volunteering again. Let the stupid one’s die.

Problem was this time he’d developed an appetite, and he didn’t aim to go back ‘til he’d fed it.

The drunk grasped his arm. “Wh-wh-where’s the rest?” he gargled.

The burly man curled his lip and pried the drunk’s filthy fingers from his sleeve. “You’ll get the rest after I’m satisfied with the girl,” he snarled. And satisfied he would be. He rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

His boots boomed in the tiny stairwell in his ascent to the second floor. He gripped the handrail and swung up the last two steps, his body surging at the upcoming prospect. He counted the doors. At the third door on the left, he grasped the knob and shoved.

A girl, her ebony hair falling over her shoulders, squealed and backed up against the wall.

The man licked his lips, and the surge in his flesh sharpened. “You and me gonna have us some fun,” he crowed. And he plunged into the room, slamming the door behind him.

[image: image]

“Where’s my da?” the girl cried. “Da said to wait for him here.” She was used to her father deserting her for days on end, but he always returned. Who was this man? She shrunk back, repelled by his large belly and broad chest.

The man reached for his belt. “Your da sold you to me for the night.”

Her eyes widened. No. Her da wouldn’t do that. He loved her. He ... he had a drinking problem, yes, but he loved her. He said so often enough.

The man’s belt hit the floor with a clunk, and his pants slipped around his ankles.

A sob tore from the girl’s throat. She desperately tried to cover herself. So this is why Da wanted her to dress this way. She pulled her clothing up from where she’d discarded it on the floor, wrapping it around her ripening curves.

“Yer shaped just like yer ma,” her da had said earlier.

She’d stood there, a new nightdress in her fingers. “But, Da, I don’t understand. I’m not tired. Why do I have to wear this?”

He hadn’t answered her, but stumbled out the door and down the hall. She was so naïve.

The man reached for her, yanking at her skirt. She wriggled in his hands, stifling a sob. “No! Please don’t make me do this.” 

But his thick fingers tore at her nightdress and he tossed her onto the bed, his immense weight bending the bed frame into a u. A rumble arose in his throat.  “Just keep up your cryin’,” he growled. “‘Cause I like it.”

He liked it? She fell silent, her eyes growing hard. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her squirm. He might take her body, but he’d never reach her soul. She gritted her teeth and closed her heart.

The man chuckled at the hate sparking from her face. “So that’s how it is then?” he said. “No matter. I’ve got all night.”
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CHAPTER 1
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August 1871, Central Florida

The house was large, far larger, in fact, than she’d expected. It seemed he’d done well since he left.

The woman unfolded the square of paper in her gloved hand and read the numbers again, scrutinizing the front of the place. An immense two-story mansion with wide columns and painted wood work, it almost defied description. She touched her hand to the wrought iron gate and inhaled. The metal, warmed from the sun, left faint black lines on her glove.

The latch squeaked, and she paused, casting furtive glances behind. Why am I being paranoid? No one knew her here, knew what she was, or what she’d done to survive. 

Her boots, scuffed from her travels, clipped over the stone walkway, and her skirt caught on the untrimmed box hedges. Hastily pulling it free, she climbed the front steps and stopped. The door stared back at her. 

What was on the other side? Would he recognize her? Would he send her away? Was this all a huge mistake?

Her life was all a gamble anyhow. From the time she was thirteen, she’d taken care of herself, and that had led her to what she’d become. People judged her for it now like they’d judged her for it then. Everyone except him. He was the only one who’d considered her human, the only one’d who cared.

She raised her fist to rap on the door but paused midair. Maybe she shouldn’t do this. What if he wouldn’t talk to her? She bit her lip and ran her palm over her belly. She had no choice. This time she wasn’t going back. There was another life to think of, one growing inside of her, and she wanted this one. Besides, she’d traveled a long way to see his face.

Her knock on the door sounded loud enough the entire town might hear it, and she cringed, leaping in place at the rush of air through the open door. A beautiful girl answered, her long, golden hair draped around the baby pressed to her shoulder. The baby gurgled and cooed.

“May I help you?” she asked.

A faltering smile came on the woman’s face. “I ...” The words stuck in her throat, and she gulped. “I wish to see Michael O’Fallen.”

The girl tilted her head and adjusted her grip on the baby. “I’m sorry,” she said. “He doesn’t ...”

“This was a mistake,” the woman gushed. “I’m sorry for bothering you.” She spun about and dashed for the steps.

“Please!” the girl called. “Don’t go.”

The woman stopped, her foot poised to descend, and cast a gaze over her shoulder. Now, she looked like a fool.

The girl smiled at her, a pleasant expression the woman didn’t often see. “Please,” she repeated. “I was only going to say he doesn’t take callers on Sundays. But I might can convince him.”

The woman pressed her hands in her skirt. “Thank you,” she answered primly.

The girl backed up in the doorway, ushering her into an immense foyer. A staircase with glossy, black handrails arched around the right side and upward to a broad landing. The girl led her beneath the landing over polished floors to a hallway tucked on the left. Here, she cracked a door and poked her head inside. “Michael, dear, someone’s here to see you.”

A chair from behind an immense desk squealed and a decidedly masculine figure clomped across the floor. “You’ve brought the little man?” a male voice said. 

The voice whisked in the woman’s ears and upward into her brain, and a palpitation thumped in her chest. She’d know him anywhere.

The girl tossed her head and pushed the door further. “Yes, the little man,” she repeated. “But that’s not who’s here.”

His footsteps halted then, and he cleared his throat. “You know I don’t see people on Sundays.”

The baby squalled, and the girl patted him gently. “You’re getting old and crotchety,” she teased.

“Well, who is it?” he said, and he pulled open the door.

Her breath fled at the sight of him as it had every time she’d ever looked in those eyes, those beautiful green eyes. He was even more handsome than she remembered, and she hadn’t thought that possible.

He studied her and his eyes lit. They danced and twinkled as she’d seen them do many times.

She licked her lips. “Hello, Michael. It’s been a long time.”

The girl turned then, her brow creased. “Michael?” she asked.

He laid an arm around her shoulder. “Anne,” he said. “Meet Amber.”
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Michael resisted the urge to stare slack-jawed at Amber, instead, deliberately pressing his lips together. She was here? Why? He gestured into the small office at a pair of leather chairs set before the desk. “Won’t you take a seat?”

She nodded, and followed him into the room. He perched on the corner of the desk.

She looked more mature, more tired, than he remembered. But it had been what? A year and seven months since he’d fled New York. She’d grown her ebony hair longer, sweeping it into a coil at the nape of her neck; a small hat cocked at an angle on her head. The look suited her. 

Also, the thick makeup was gone. That was an improvement. Used to tell her to shed all that. But perhaps the biggest difference ... and he closeted a laugh ... was she was clothed. He’d only ever seen her half-naked.

“You look lovely,” he finally said.

She smiled at him, her red lips parting in a soft laugh. “You mean, ‘dressed.’”

He inclined his head.

“The baby ... it’s yours?”

Anne sat back in the chair. “And the wife as well.”

Amber halted and pressed her hands in her lap. “Your wife?” She extended her hand. “Let me congratulate you.”

Anne’s gaze narrowed slightly. She made no effort to take Amber’s hand. “Congratulate?”

“Indeed. First, for getting him to be serious about a woman.”

A sly grin creased Anne’s lips, and his gut twisted. She was enjoying this.

“Second, for being perhaps the luckiest woman on the planet.” Amber met his gaze and lowered her hand. “How did you do it? Or did he seduce you?”

Anne opened her mouth to speak, but Amber continued.

“No, he didn’t seduce you. He’s too strong for that. One thing Michael O’Fallen always had in abundance was willpower.”

Laughter burst from Anne’s lips. He gave a grin.

“Oh, so you’ve learned that for yourself?” Amber said.

Anne choked back her laughter and wiped her mouth with her palm. “Gracious yes,” she replied. “Mr. Willpower.”

Michael cleared his throat. “I’m still in the room.”

But they’d bonded now, and he sighed. The only two women on the planet who knew his past and here they were in the same place.

Amber’s eyes sparkled in the light.

“Why are you here?” he asked. He winced at his tone. “I mean, you are a long way from New York. How’d you find me anyway?”

Her eyes dimmed, and she looked away.

“Amber? Are you all right?”

She sucked in a breath. “No. I mean, yes. And you were relatively easy to find.”

“No, you’re not all right?”

“Yes, I’m all right. Do I not look all right?”

You look ... But he couldn’t put his finger on what seemed wrong. “Easy to find?” he stated instead.

She crossed her ankles. “THE MAN WITH THE GOLDEN VOICE, I think that was the headline. I couldn’t believe it when I saw it. There I was contemplating my future and your face appears on the page.”

“In New York?”

She inclined her head. “In New York. The Irish tenor, a recluse who closets himself in his house for days on end pouring over old manuscripts. I recall that’s what it said though that doesn’t sound like you.”

He smiled. “No?”

“No.”

The baby whimpered then, and Anne tucked him to her. In that moment, he opened his eyes.

Amber sucked in her breath. “His eyes,” she whispered. “He has your eyes.”

He smiled at her and nodded.

“Oh, I didn’t think it possible for there to be two humans with eyes like that.” Her voice emerged high-pitched and breathy. “But I should have known you’d recreate yourself.” This last bit snapped out.

He withheld a laugh. She wasn’t joking. “Amber,” he said. “Why are you here?”

Her face fell, and she focused her gaze on the floor. “I ... I’m in a spot of trouble. My life went wrong after you left. Not that I blame you. But I started thinking about what you used to say to me. You know, about living like that, and it wasn’t good for me anymore.”

She turned to Anne. “I might as well speak this to you. Your husband was the only person I’ve ever met who cared two cents for me, the only one who told me I could better myself.” She glanced at him again and back to Anne. “I will always love him, and I can’t lie about that. 

She licked her lips. “I’ve gotten out. But my past, it follows me, and I haven’t anywhere else to go.”

“You’ll stay here,” Anne said.

Michael startled at her words. Stay here? Why had she said that?

She locked with his eyes. “Any woman who understands Michael O’Fallen as well as I deserves a second chance.”

Amber’s eyes moistened. “That is kind of you, but I ... I have to tell you the rest before you commit, and I understand if you cast me away.”

However, Anne shook her head. “It’s not necessary. It’s not our job to judge you, and Patrick won’t mind if you stay. He’ll only say the house is big enough.”

“Patrick?”

The door creaked open. “Patrick Finnegan.” They all turned, and a man entered, his hands laid to the side of his black slacks. “And the house is big enough.” He gave a smile.

“I’m confused,” Amber said.

He stepped further into the room, his chocolate-brown, wavy hair becoming more disheveled with his movements.

“The article was half right,” Michael replied. “I do stay closeted in here for hours on end. Never thought of myself as a recluse though. The house belongs to Patrick. He’s my employer, of sorts.”

“Oh, well then ...” She stood to her feet. “I have no right to barge in and ...”

Anne grasped her arm. “Please,” she said. “He’s already said you can stay.”

Amber paused.

“Amber,” Michael said. She faced him, her cheeks flushed. She was an extraordinarily beautiful girl. He’d always thought so. She didn’t hold Anne’s place in his heart, but he owed her. She was there the night he killed that man, and she hadn’t judged him for it. In fact, if anything she’d covered for him and saved his life. Because of her he’d come here and met Anne. That had been a long road to where he was now, but he wouldn’t trade it and go back.

“Whatever it is,” he said. “We’ll work through it. Besides, I think Anne could use the company.” Was he setting himself up with that remark? He plunged ahead. “There’s another child on the way.”

Her face changed then, her eyes seemingly fathoms deep. What was wrong with her? What brought her this far south to his doorstep?

“Another child?” she asked. She turned to Anne. “How far along are you?”

Anne smiled. “Three months.”

She laid a hand on Anne’s arm, and her final words shot down his spine into his shoes. “You have got to be the luckiest woman alive.”

The look on Anne’s face very plainly said Amber’s words had affected her as much as they had him. Her face flushed and her eyes darkened the way they did when she was troubled. She wriggled in her seat, shifting the baby from one arm to the other. Her agitation transmitted itself to their child for he let out a wail, his face screwed into a pruned shape, his fists scrabbling at the air.

The baby gave her an excuse to leave, and she stood to her feet, her blouse damp at the peaks of her breasts, and wormed her way toward the door. “I agree with you. I am blessed,” she said. “However, if I don’t go upstairs and feed young Michael, I’ll be blessed and messy.”

She exited into the hallway, but he followed at her heels, pulling her to a halt on the landing. “We need to talk,” he said.

She pursed her lips. “What is there to say? You told me about her, and I know you didn’t send for her, so I’m not upset with you.”

“But ...” But you are upset, and you have a right to be.

“But she is enamored of you. Yes, I noticed that. I can’t say I blame her.”

He winced at her sarcasm and gathered her into his arms. “You know I love you. If she’s a threat ...”

“A threat of what? I’m the one who suggested she stay.”

Yes, you did. Why? Because Anne was a good person who always did the right thing, no matter if it was to her own hurt or not.

“Michael,” she said, her lips drawn into a line. “I know who she is. God is a god of second chances. Didn’t He give us two? Or in your case, three?”

He kissed her nose. “You are too good for me.”

She always had been. From the day they met, he didn’t deserve her. He still sometimes awoke with her by his side and couldn’t believe what they shared. His gaze lingered on her face.

“But Michael ...” she began.

“What?”

She tossed her head. “Never mind. I have to feed our child.”

“No, tell me. What was it you wanted to say?” He grasped her arm.

She pulled from his grasp and leaned forward, snagging his mouth, effectively silencing his thoughts. He pressed in to her, eager, and she pulled away with a laugh. “Behave, Mr. O’Fallen.”

He gave a cock-eyed grin.

With that, she turned and clambered up the stairs.
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Patrick blinked back the haze that had crept into his eyes at sight of Amber. She was so beautiful. He stared at her heart-shaped lips and blinked again. No, this wouldn’t do. He must keep his composure. But when she smiled at him, his heart fluttered. A lovesick school boy. That’s how he felt. Certainly not like a man of the cloth.

“Thank you for allowing me to stay,” she said.

Her musical voice trickled in his ears. 

“You’re welcome. Any friend of Michael and Anne is good with me.” He offered her a smile.

She rose to her feet, the movement accentuating sensual curves, and his gut tensed. Unquestionably, he’d seen beautiful women before. After all, he was human. And male. Nevertheless, he’d never taken any woman seriously, nor did they make him feel any particular way. He had his niece to think of. His choices ultimately affected her life and that was more important than any physical pleasure. Plus, most women didn’t want a serious type like him anyway, especially not one dedicated to God.

No, they wanted one like Michael. He smiled inwardly. He liked Michael immensely. However, their thinking processes were worlds apart. This had proved helpful in many ways, both in their work together and in their living arrangement. However, it also frustrated him at times.

“You’ve known Michael long?” Amber asked. A tendril of hair crept from the coil on her neck and down her throat.

He followed it with his gaze. “A year perhaps. Since the day he gained fame.”

She tilted her head then and the gesture elongated her neck. She smiled. “Tell me how that happened. He was always a charmer, but I can’t picture him entertaining crowds.” She wandered around the room, stopping before the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves.

He cleared his throat. “Well, he wasn’t exactly entertaining the crowd, just his wife.”

She ran her gloved fingers down the spine of a book. “She’s lovely,” she said. “I can’t believe he’s married, but then, it was inevitable I guess. He was always a passionate man.”

Patrick’s mind cleared. Passionate. Yes, that was an apt description, a description given by a woman obviously in love with him. She’d said so. However, he knew Michael. Michael was besotted with his wife and faithful to God and the church.

She turned then and pointed to the manuscript resting on the desk. “Gaelic. You read Gaelic?”

“So you recognize it?” he asked.

Amber pulled back the corners of her mouth. “Yes and no. I’ve seen it written and heard it spoken. There are many Irish in New York. But I’m not one of them, so any hope of reading it is beyond me.”

“Mr. O’Fallen reads it,” he said. He instantly regretted speaking Michael’s name because of the glow which appeared on her face. 

“Does he? Yet another of his good qualities.” She paused. “You were saying? He entertained his wife?”

Patrick inclined his head. “Yes, he sang the song strictly to her.”

“I take it that worked?” She waved her hand toward the door. “But I can’t believe he’d have to make too big of an effort. I used to practically beg him to ...” She stopped and coughed. “Anyhow, that’s in the past.”

To what? Did he want to know? He could imagine. What he couldn’t imagine was Michael giving in, this despite how beautiful she was.

She stepped toward him, and a lingering floral scent from her skin wafted up his nose. Heady, cloying, he swam in the fragrance. 

“I appreciate your doing this. I ...” she began. Her face drew long. “I can’t believe you’re being so kind to a stranger, and I mean that sincerely.”

“It’s nothing.” He heard his words, but a question arose. Was it really nothing? 

His father used to tell him he was a pushover. Grow a spine, son, he’d fumed.

Entering the church came, in his father’s eyes, as the ultimate act of betrayal, the ultimate lack of “spine,” and his father never fully forgave him for it. This was part of his drive to finally interpret the book. His dad was gone, but maybe his work with the book would make up for the shortcomings he always felt. Maybe he’d then deserve to be called Gerrit Finnegan’s son.

The door reopened, Michael returning. He slouched against the doorframe. 

Amber drew toward him, magnetic. “Your wife, she’s all right?” she asked.

He nodded. “She’s fine. Just feeding the baby, then we’re headed to church. Why don’t you come along?”

Her face paled. “Oh, I ... I don’t know. I’m tired. M-maybe I could rest while you go? That is, if you were serious about my staying.”

He cocked his head. “Of course, we were serious. Where are your things? I’ll fetch them and show you to a room.”

Her gaze fell. “There’s the rub,” she said. “I haven’t any.”
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CHAPTER 2
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The air in the room fell flat, as if her statement had sucked it all out.

“None?” Michael tucked his thumbs in his belt.

Amber bit her lip, nervousness building inside. “I’m afraid I left in a hurry,” she said. Her agitation spread to her hands where she played with her skirt, folding the plaid fabric into pleats. 

“It’s a long trip,” he said. 

A long trip. Well, he would know that, having traveled it himself, but she could see there was more to his statement than that. He wanted to know why she was here. She couldn’t tell him. Not yet.

She smiled. “Yes.”

His eyes captured her, a million questions spilling from their glorious depths, and she stood there in awe, unable to look away.

Patrick cleared his throat. “I’m sure we can find you anything you need. Are you hungry?”

Amber glanced at him, grateful he’d broken the spell Michael cast. “Yes. I’m afraid I haven’t had the coin to buy much food.”

Michael straightened and motioned through the door, his gaze still focused on her face. “We’ll start with food. The baby will take his time anyway. He gets that from her.”

He led her from the room down the short hall and into the kitchen, where he motioned to a table and four chairs.

“Take a seat,” he said.

She obeyed and traveled her gaze around the room. It was really quite a house. The foyer was large enough for several families, and the kitchen could feed the entire town. 

A worn wooden counter ran lengthwise beneath a set of tall windows spanning the length of the room. In its center lay a sink and washboard, and at its end stood the icebox. She followed Michael’s movements as he stooped, searching inside.

Married. You, Amber Dawes, are a fool. And now a jealous fool. Jealous? Yes. Jealous of a girl she’d only just met. Perhaps the luckiest girl in the world. A girl with his green-eyed baby and obviously his heart as well. Had she really thought she could arrive on his doorstep and step into his life like old times? 

She squeezed her hands together. That’s exactly what she’d thought. She even hoped he’d make the child his own. 

She’d fantasized about him from the first moment he strolled into the bar, his pockets empty, hunger gnawing at his flesh. He’d asked her for a bite to eat, afterward resisting every attempt she made to cajole him into her bed. 

Which made that a challenge. There wasn’t a man alive who didn’t want her, or so she’d thought, and worse yet, a man so pleasant to the eye. But over time, his kindness wriggled into her heart. He gave her value. He said she was worth something, a feeling distinctly unlike all the others.

He felt around in the icebox, and she traced the twist and turn of his trim waist, the lift of his muscled arms, desire spiraling in her gut. Age had improved him and that made seeing him much harder.

Patrick seated himself at her side. Conscious of his presence, she dragged her gaze away.

“Tell me,” he said. “How did you get here?”

It was a fair question, for the town was not close to any railroad and travel was difficult.

“I lucked out,” she said. “I found a family coming this way, and they took pity on me, being as I had no money to give them.”

This was partially true. Stepping off the ship at Jacksonville unescorted, it took only minutes before a male asked if she needed help, and she’d done what she did best. Flirted. Her lip in a pout, her lashes curled, she’d poured out the story she’d concocted in her head. 

Of course, the man’s wife wasn’t too happy about it, and Amber didn’t blame her for that. As a peace offering, she’d kept herself removed a fair distance during the journey, approaching only long enough to ensure she’d get where she was going.

Michael set a plate before her, and her stomach growled. Sliced ham, fluffy biscuits with a spot of red jam, and slices of fresh cheese stared up at her from the plate.

“I would say that was more than luck,” Patrick said. “God obviously took care of you.”

She glanced at him. Not God. Years of experience. Years studying people’s behavior. God didn’t care about her. God wouldn’t leave a girl barely thirteen years old to a drunken father and the lust of a middle-aged man.

She took a bite of the biscuit, choking down her thoughts.

A thump from upstairs drew Michael’s attention. “I should check on Anne and the baby,” he said. “You won’t change your mind about church?” 

She dusted crumbs from her gloved fingers. When had he become so religious? “No, I’m ... too tired.” The last thing she needed was people condemning her, people deciding how good or bad she was. 

He stared at her for a moment. “Amber, there’s no one here judging you, not us, and least of all, not God.” 

She attempted a smile. It was like him to say that. He’d never judged her. However, God was another matter for He knew what she was, and He knew why she was here.

“Since you’re tired,” Patrick said. “You can stay home with me.”

She swallowed a bite of ham and wiped her mouth. “You don’t go to church?” That seemed curious. After all, he’d mentioned God.

He shook his head. “Not today. I must stay with my niece. She’s ill and doesn’t like to be left alone.”

Michael’s footsteps left the room, and she resisted the urge to watch him go.

“Ill? Here in this house?” Silly of her to ask. What did she know of this place or his life?

He pointed toward the ceiling. “Upstairs, in her room.”

She studied his face. He had a kind face. “Well, if I’m staying, then that’s one person here. Isn’t it? Perhaps if I meet her, then you can go.” And I’ll have an excuse to avoid the whole thing.

He opened and closed his hand on the table, the movement drawing her attention. 

Soft hands. So he wasn’t a laborer. But ... she transferred her gaze along his arm to square shoulders, a lean chest, and an attractive oval face. He wasn’t that bad looking. He had gentle eyes. Why did she always notice the eyes? 

His expression wavered. He questioned her motive. That was only right.

“Look,” she said. “If she hates me, I’ll back off. I promise I won’t do anything you ask me not to. I am here, after all, strictly on your charity. I have no rights to your house, your food, or your generosity.”

“I offer that freely,” he said.

His words rang loudly in her soul. No one offered anything for free, least of all for girls like herself. There was always a price. 

She resisted the urge to rub her fingers across her waist. “And I am grateful.”

He nodded and didn’t speak further, so she concentrated on her food, rising afterward to carry her plate to the washbasin. She turned back toward him to find he’d risen.

“If you like, I’ll take you up,” he said.

She followed him from the room back through the foyer to the stairs, then across the upper landing. Outside a bedroom door, they halted. “What’s wrong with her if I might ask?” She met Patrick’s gaze with what she trusted was humility. She didn’t mean to pry into his private life.

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

His sister who he’d apparently loved a lot. He wore his sadness on his sleeve.

“She watched her mother waste away to skin and bones and has never been the same since,” he explained. “Her father sent her to live with me after she collapsed. 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. Amber could see that clearly. 

Patrick pushed the bedroom door open, and Amber gazed inside. It had decidedly girly décor—floral wallpaper, two large vases of flowers, and a lavender-shaded lace bed coverlet.

“Hello.” Amber made an effort to speak cheerfully.

The girl, a pretty young thing with sky blue eyes and a pale complexion, gazed back from a seat on the bed. She appeared to be about fifteen.

“May I sit?” Amber indicated the bedside chair.

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

“My name is Amber. What’s yours?”

“Grace.”

“Grace is a lovely name.” Amber offered her a smile. 

“Grace, sweetheart, Miss Amber is Mr. and Mrs. O’Fallen’s friend,” Patrick said from behind. “She’s offered to stay with you while I go to church.”

Grace looked past her at his face. “That will be fine, Uncle.”

“If you need me ...” he said to her.

Amber acknowledged his remark with a bob of her head and turned her gaze back to the girl. “Grace, what do you like to do in your spare time?” 

What could a child do locked in her room all day? Fifteen was so young to be sealed off from the world. But then look at her own life. Though the circumstances were far different—by the girl’s age, she’d already seen so much filth and degradation—the result was the same. What she’d endured as a child had often made her want to crawl into a hole and disappear. 

Grace smiled, a look which brightened her countenance, and wrinkled her nose, stretching a sprinkling of freckles crossing the bridge of it.

She was such a beautiful child. 

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

Amber didn’t reply right away. She hadn’t had time for reading growing up, or for any schooling, for that matter. Her father hadn’t cared if she learned, nor had the parade of men who entered and left her room. “I’m afraid my reading isn’t that good,” she replied. 

“You want me to read to you then?” the girl asked.

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

[image: image]

The slats of the pew bore down uncomfortably on Patrick’s back, yet the discomfort seemed minor against his turmoil within.

Grace had taken to Amber, which was good. But it was also unusual. She’d not made any attempt to ask about other children her age since coming to live here, nor had she spoken much about her father’s absence. She’d shown no particular interest in Anne, though she was enamored of the baby. Yet with one conversation, she’d already come further out of her shell than he’d seen.

Admit it. That’s not what’s agitating you.

No, it wasn’t. He rubbed his forehead with his thumb. It was his attraction to Amber. 

She was uncommonly beautiful. Not that it was wrong for him to notice. No man in his right mind could ignore that. But she stirred him physically, and he was unprepared for that. She wore her beauty like a cloak, hiding behind her sexuality as a means to an end. 

Given that, what had she come here expecting to find? Obviously not Michael being married. That hadn’t stopped her from practically falling at his feet. She was used to getting her way where men were concerned, and he feared she’d met a brick wall with Michael O’Fallen.

The pew creaked with Michael’s weight, and Patrick looked up from his reverie. 

“A penny for your thoughts,” Michael said to Anne. His eyes danced, a sign he was up to something.

She offered him a faltering smile. “You haven’t enough pennies.”

This only made him tease her more. “Aye?”

“Aye.” She returned the word to him in a wobbly Irish burr.

“Well, for wan penny den.” 

Patrick smiled. Michael’s Irish accent always broadened when he tried to make her laugh, but she held stalwart this time.

“One penny won’t get you much,” Anne replied.

Michael wrapped an arm about her, walking his fingers down her arm. She shrugged him off.

“I’m thinking you don’t know the effect you have on the female population.”

His mirth ceased. “Anne, I ...”

Patrick glanced away. He knew exactly what female she referred to, and given her present effect on himself, could only imagine her effect on Anne. It’s not every day another woman shows up looking for your husband.

“Mr. O’Fallen, if I might have a word with you?” A heavyset man wearing a too-tight cravat poised before them. A gold watch-chain extended over his rather round belly and into a pocket in his red brocade vest. He rubbed his midriff.

“Of course, Mr. Compton,” Michael replied. He rose from the pew with a halting glance at his wife, who stared back, her gaze distant.

“I can’t tell him that,” Anne mumbled several minutes later.

Patrick coughed gently into his hand. She clearly hadn’t meant him to overhear her. “Anne? Are you all right?”

She faced him. “You remember the story Michael told you about New York?” 

This reference surprised him. They’d talked about Michael’s past ages ago when the pair of them had first come to live with him. Michael had killed someone there in defense of a girl. A weird twist came to his gut, and she confirmed it.
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