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          Christmas Eve

        

      

    

    
      
        December 24, 1876

      

      Cara stamped her feet, trying to get warm. Compared to some of the other brides, she was lucky. At least her clothes were of good quality. Luckily for the rest, Birdie, a dressmaker, had brought a treasure trove of fabrics with her and had outfitted some of the less fortunate brides in more suitable clothing for the weather.

      Cara was particularly thankful for her father insisting on buying her a fur hat, woolen coat, and sturdy sensible boots. Her lips curved up in a smile as she remembered their argument. She had wanted to purchase some calf leather fashion items but Papa had won that round. Thank goodness he had or she wouldn’t be able to feel her toes anymore.  She watched out the window as the scenery changed as the train rocked over the tracks. With every mile, she was one step closer to safety.

      She closed her eyes, missing her papa. She adored him. Cara had been worried he would tell Mama when he found out she’d been working as a maid in the orphanage, but he hadn’t said a word. He simply pretended not to know even though he had given her the money for some black dresses and aprons more suited to her new line of work.

      Mama had found out anyway and flew into a rage, shouting about contagious diseases and lice, although she had whispered that last word. Her Papa hadn’t stood up for Cara, but he had quietly taken her shopping and given her some money to get away.

      Papa had warned her to go somewhere she couldn't be found. If she stayed in Boston, her mother would have her married before she knew what hit her. It had been the first time she remembered her papa rebelling against her mother, although she doubted he had admitted to his part in her running away. He'd never have heard the last of it from Mama. Mrs. Cecilia O’Donnell was determined to be the first woman of Boston. She had eight daughters to marry off, and, one by one, had arranged the most suitable of matches for them. Senator Kavanagh, the one chosen for Cara, was exceedingly rich and on his way to becoming Governor. Her mama hadn’t even consulted Cara when she announced the marriage, Cara’s opinion of her future husband not being any of her concern.

      Cara opened her eyes, shuddering. She’d dreamed Senator Kavanagh was on the train. She couldn’t stop herself from looking out the window.  He couldn’t have followed her, changing her name had made sure of that.  Being married to horrible Senator Kavanagh, an old and repulsive man, was not an option. Cara wanted to be a nurse but her mama wouldn’t hear of it. She had only agreed to let her daughter volunteer at the Convent orphanage because it looked good to her society friends. Cara was glad she had fought so hard to work with the children—through them she had met Sister Maura. It was Sister Maura who insisted she gain the necessary skills to become a maid and a good one at that.  Having listened in horror to Cara’s outline of her mama and Senator Kavanagh’s plans, Sister Maura advised her to head to Denver and seek sanctuary at the Lost Lambs. But she hadn’t banked on Senator Kavanagh tracking her down and threatening her.

      Cara blinked hard. There was no point in thinking about him now or what would have happened had Mrs. Walters not intervened. She was on her way to meet her groom and, once married, she would be safe from the Senator’s clutches. She prayed to God that her groom would be kind, generous and forgiving. She had written to say she was a mature lady so he would be expecting someone older.  It had seemed like a good idea at the time. The visit from Kavanagh had scared her so much she would have written anything in the letter to ensure the doctor would accept her as a bride.

      The view of the mountain peaks had disappeared behind dark clouds and heavy snowfall. Although it was taking her some time to get used to the higher altitude, she much preferred the bracing mountain air. While cold, it was much fresher than the polluted air in Denver. There were fewer people in the mountains too, making some of the other brides feel lonely.

      She wondered again what her groom would look like. Would he be attracted to her? She wasn’t a beauty. As her mother constantly told her, Cara had been behind the door when God gave out good looks. But despite the unfortunate copper color of her hair and green eyes, she had some good qualities. People complimented her on her high cheekbones, delicate nose and one boy had told her she had full lips. She smiled to herself, not completely understanding what he had meant, but the way he'd said it, it had sounded like a compliment. As she looked around at their sparse surroundings, a faint smile flickered on those lips. She would be safe here, she could tell.

      Kezia glanced over at her, smiling. Cara smiled back, a part of her wishing she could introduce the woman and baby Jemimah to her Mama. Kezia wore more jewelry than Cara had ever seen on one person, but it suited her. She jingled as she moved. Her love for her baby was obvious to everyone as was her kind spirit, yet all Mama would see would be the vivid purple cloak embroidered with gold thread and the jet-black braid wound around Kezia’s head like a crown.  Her mother would get a fit of the vapors if she spotted the equally colorful dress beneath the cloak. But Mama wasn’t there and Cara was determined to be as good a friend to the other brides as she hoped they would be to her.

      Friends? Well, some of them had the potential to become good friends. In addition to Kezia, she was very fond of Agatha – the older bride had kept them laughing with her outrageous stories. Luckily all the would be brides were charming in their own way apart from Maybelle.  She was exactly the type of person Mama would adore.  She wore beautiful clothes and always looked and acted so ladylike. But she was stuck up, bad tempered and spiteful.  Cara kept out of her way was much as it was possible given their confined traveling space. Cara hated sitting in the enclosed, foul-smelling car, the air growing fouler as the coal smoke accumulated with each passage through a tunnel.  She was thrilled when the train stopped, the guard advising they couldn’t go any further, the track ended about eight miles outside the town.  Traveling the rest of the way to Noelle on wagons with runners would be an adventure.
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      “There you are, Doc. I went looking for you at the clinic but it was closed.” Percy adjusted his pince-nez, but Colin didn’t know why he bothered. The thing was always falling down. He eyed the man, wondering what his latest problem was. Percy was a walking mess of medical complaints, most of them imagined.

      “Must have been a surprise, given it’s Christmas Eve and a Sunday to boot,” Colin Deane drawled. He’d wondered if they had found a nice Christmas tree for the saloon and had decorated it. He doubted the brides would be too pleased with a forlorn-looking tree lacking decorations.

      He pushed back his half-eaten plate, reluctantly lifting his hat off the other seat so Percival Penworthy could sit down. “What can I do for you, Penworthy?”

      “I had to come see you. I can’t stop scratching. I think I caught something.” Percy looked around him in case other diners at Nacho’s had overheard.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. You’re the doc. I have to keep scratching…you know where.” Percy looked downwards while Colin struggled to keep a straight face.

      “You been visiting La Maison des Chats again?” Colin asked.

      Percy paled, then flushed. “Again! You know I never go there.”

      “I am only teasing you, Penworthy. Come into the clinic tomorrow and I’ll have a look.” Colin turned back to his newspaper, hoping the man would pick up on his cue. Every night he followed the same routine. He came into Nacho’s and picked a small table at the back, a table Nacho referred to as the lover's table. Most people preferred to share the larger table up front. They could eat and talk at the same time. But Colin valued his privacy and had found if he shared the table, the conversation soon turned to the latest medical issues affecting those eating. By sitting at the smaller table, he attempted to get time to eat his meal in peace. Sometimes the tactic worked, but not always. Percy was frequent, and unwanted, company.

      “Can't you look now?”

      “Here?” As Percy flushed bright red, Colin decided he’d teased the man enough. “Sorry, Penworthy, but I have plans for tonight.”

      Percy looked confused, probably because the doc never stopped working, but then realization dawned. “Oh, yeah, your bride is arriving today. I forgot. You must be pretty excited.”

      “Nope,” Colin drawled, hoping Percy would take the hint and leave. He didn’t want to talk about getting married with anyone, least of all Percy, who was at least partially responsible for the mess the town was in.

      It wasn’t all Percy’s fault, Colin had volunteered to be one of the twelve grooms to get married by January 6th, but Colin wasn’t in the mood to be fair.

      Percy had gotten behind the preacher’s idea to prove to the Denver & Pacific railroad company that Noelle was growing. And what better way to do that, than to send off for brides? But Percy, being Percy, had tried to take charge and made a mess of things. Now they had a ridiculous deadline to meet only twelve days away, and he’d dragged the mayor into it and sparked a fight between Charles Hardt and his best friend, Reverend Hammond. Somehow Percy had stayed above the fray and had avoided being included in the pool of grooms. Maybe he wasn’t so inept, after all.

      “You could take my bride, if you’d like. I’m sure she won't mind,” Colin said, only partly teasing.

      “Thank you, but I already have a lady in mind. She’s from a very well connected family, and would be an asset to a town like this one. Of course, she’d expect to be the first lady.”

      “Then you ought to introduce her to Mayor Hardt,” Colin drawled, irritated by Percy’s holier-than-thou attitude.

      Percy shoved his pince-nez up again and frowned. “He won’t always be mayor.”

      “He will be for the foreseeable future. Unless you’re planning to stage a coup and take his place.” Colin raised an eyebrow.

      Percy flushed again, and then reached down under the table and tried to scratch discreetly. “You know that’s not what I meant. I was just pointing out that I have a bride in mind, so you don’t have to give up yours—although I know you wouldn’t do anything like that. You’re too honorable.”

      “Stop scratching, you’ll only make it worse,” Colin snapped, eager to get rid of the man.

      “I’ll come by your office tomorrow.” Percy scuttled away, leaving Colin to stare at the now cold, congealed mess on his plate.

      An honorable man? Percy couldn’t be further from the truth. Colin pushed his chair away from the table and reluctantly left to join the group of men waiting for the brides to arrive. Someone said they were now coming by mule for the last part of the journey, due to the weather. Colin hoped the women were suitably dressed for the cold. If they got sick, he’d be oath-bound to treat them. And he didn’t want to be the reason any of the weddings were delayed because his patients were confined to their beds. The future of the town depended on these ladies, whether he liked it or not.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Colin looked at the women. He wished he’d asked his bride to wear a red ribbon or something, but he immediately admonished himself. She wasn’t a prize cow at the county fair.

      He hung back, letting the other men go first. According to the letters she’d sent him, Miss Cara Donnelly was an older, more mature woman, suited to their surroundings. Goodness knew Noelle wasn’t the place a sophisticated matron would live, let alone a young society girl. He hoped she knew what she was in for.

      If Colleen had seen Noelle, she would have run away, he thought. Then immediately wondered why was he thinking about her this evening. She’d been the closest thing to marriage he had known, and her little sister’s name was Cara. She’d been a wild young’un, he could picture her now with her red braids flying out behind her as she ran past. Colleen had grumbled their mama said the child was a hoyden but Colin thought she had shown spirit. She was kind too. Every time he met her, she had an injured bird or animal of some description she wanted him to fix up.

      Frowning, he pushed his hat back on his head. It wasn’t the time to think of the past. His future was on one of those wagons. He scratched the stubble on his chin. He should have shaved. Would have if Percy hadn't interrupted his dinner, making him late.  He caught a glimpse of a young, Mexican-looking girl and a Chinese lady. Where was his bride?

      [image: ]
* * *

      She waited with the other ladies while Mrs. Walters fussed about them like an old mother hen. Cara didn’t like the expression on Mrs. Walters’ face. She had looked like that when Senator Kavanagh had turned up at her door demanding Cara return to Boston with him.

      She wondered what was wrong. Had the grooms not turned up? But there seemed to be more than twelve men waiting. She itched to stand on her tippy toes to see if she could spot her intended. He was a doctor. He would be clean shaven, tall and good-looking with beautiful hands and well-kept nails. She just knew it.

      “Cara O’Donnell. What in God’s name are you doing here?”

      She knew the voice but didn’t recognize the man in front of her. He didn’t look like the Colin Cowan she remembered. His hair was the same color only longer, black like his mood. Stubble now covered his once clean-shaven face, and he had a scar at the corner of one eye. But it was the look in his eyes that made him so different. Once they had danced with laughter and good humor, but now they were soulless. Then again, murdering someone would change a man, wouldn’t it?
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      “Colin? COLIN? Don’t tell me you’re supposed to be my groom! You lying, cheating son of a—”

      He cut her off with a kiss, right smack on her lips. His breath, flavored with hot spices, made her…sneeze. Twice.

      “Cara, darling, at last my mail order bride is here. You look cold. Let me look after you. Come with me to the clinic. We’ll join the others in a few minutes.”

      She stared at his once-white shirt, his sleeves rolled up as if he were about to operate rather than stand around in the cold air. He couldn’t be the man she had exchanged letters with. The man in front of her was her sister’s ex-fiancé, the man her brother had once valued as his best friend, the same man he’d accused of cowardice and murder.

      She glared at him, waiting for an explanation as to how he had turned his back on his best friend—her brother—never mind run out on her sister. Why wasn’t he using his real name? Most of all, why did he need a mail order bride? He was handsome enough to have the girls flocking to his feet. What else was wrong with him?

      But he offered no explanations. She opened her mouth to protest.

      “No, I—” another kiss cut off her sentence and then she was whisked into his arms and marched off down the street. It was snowing heavily by then, meaning there were few people out on the streets. Those who were brave enough to venture outside were in a hurry, and had their hats pulled down for protection. Nobody seemed to care that a man was carrying a woman down the street. She tried kicking and hitting his back but to no avail.

      He kicked the door of the doctor’s office open with his foot, stepped inside and slammed the door closed again behind him. He set her on her feet, warning her not to move or scream as he lit the lamp.

      “Cara, what on earth are you doing in Noelle? You can’t be a mail-order bride.”

      “Why not? I’m old enough to get married. I’m not a child anymore.”

      His gaze swept over her, lingering at her bosom before moving to her toes and back again.

      “Obviously not.”

      His attitude riled her further. “Never mind me. You aren’t Colin Deane. You should be in prison, not out here luring an unsuspecting woman to goodness knows where.”

      “Luring? I did nothing of the sort. I needed a wife so I wrote for one. You answered my letter, Miss Donnelly!” Cara flushed at his emphasis on her false name. “Looks like I’m not the only one keeping secrets.”

      He drew up a chair suggesting she sit. She ignored him, so he pushed her shoulders making her fall into it.

      “Stubborn as ever.” He shook his head. “You’ve had a long journey. You should rest. Ideally, you should change, but…”

      “I’m fine. I’ll go back to the others and tell Mrs. Walters I’m going home.”

      “Won’t get home for a while. The nearest train station is miles away and besides the trains aren't running due to the snow. Anyway, now you’re here, how about you tell me why?”

      She looked at him, hearing the concern in his voice, mirrored in his eyes. He was worried about her. Nobody cared about her, except her Papa. But, now that she thought about it, Colin had too, hadn’t he? She swallowed hard.

      “Colleen was devastated when you left her waiting at the altar,” she said. The concern was replaced by pain but she hardened her heart. “She loved you and you humiliated her in front of all of Boston. Thomas even came home for the wedding, but you never showed up.”

      “I couldn’t attend—”

      “Yes, we know. You’re a coward, not to mention a murderer. She had a lucky escape. She’s married now. Did you know that? She has a lovely husband and two delightful boys. Couldn’t be happier. Says the best thing that ever happened to her was you not turning up. She couldn't bear to be married to a liar who betrayed all his friends.” She spoke quickly, throwing out as many insults as possible.

      He didn’t answer. He didn’t even look at her. She wanted a reaction. Needed to see him hurt as he had hurt her all those years ago.

      “Thomas is doing really well now, too. A war hero feted and applauded wherever he goes. He’s married, too. A delightfully rich lady called Sophia Bellingham. Perhaps you’ve heard of her family? Heavy investors in the railroads and other things.”

      She was rambling now. He still hadn't said anything, although the anger in his face at the mention of her brother had given her pause.

      “So tell me, was it worth it?” she asked, trying to provoke him.

      “What?”

      “Do you sleep well at night knowing you betrayed all your friends? All those men who had trained and fought alongside you died so that you could live like a king?” She stood and walked around the small clinic. “Funny, doesn’t look like you have much left from those thirty pieces of silver, Judas.”

      “Cara, please shush up. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know you’re a deserter. You left when you were needed most.”

      “You seem well informed. Who told you all of this? Or should I guess?” He stood straighter than a ramrod.

      “Colin, how could you? Thomas was your best friend, yet you left him behind to die. Mother trusted you. We all did. He was lucky he was found. Otherwise, Mama would have buried another son. It would have killed her.”

      He turned to face her, a look of agony in his eyes. “You believe all of that? About me?”

      She did. Well, she should. She had listened to the same story over and over. Every little detail. She nodded. His eyes flared, but then hardened.

      “Well, then, I guess you’ve found me guilty. There is nothing more for me to say.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      He stood staring at her, wanting to take her back to the other women, send her back to Denver, but he couldn't. He was responsible for her now. Regardless of how mature she pretended to be, Cara O’Donnell was only twenty-one, the fiercely protected younger daughter of a well-to-do society family. She was no more suited to the wilds of Noelle than Percival Penworthy was seriously ill.

      “Cara, why did you write to me using a false name and lie about being older? Are you in trouble?” He softened his tone, hoping she would meet him half-way.

      “What do you care? It’s none of your business,” she snapped back.

      “Darn it, woman, it is my business. I’m supposed to marry you.”

      “I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man on Earth,” she said, standing up. “I wish to go back to the other ladies. I want to go…” She stopped. The look of loss on her face made him take a step toward her.

      “Cara, what is it? What happened?”

      She stared at him, her expression so like that of the child he had once known. Thomas and her sisters had once teased her by pretending her cat had run away. Thomas had hidden it in the attic of the house, leaving it no way to escape. Cara had been devastated. He’d found her hiding in the back garden, her eyes swollen from crying.

      When he found out why, he’d made Thomas tell him where the cat was and returned the poor animal to Cara. He could still see the look of shock and love shining from her eyes when he gave her little Monica. She’d named the cat after Saint Monica, the patron saint of patience as her mother prayed constantly for patience to deal with Cara.

      He smiled to himself. Cara had been a thorn in her mother’s side for as long as he could remember. “Please tell me. Maybe I could help?”

      “Mama announced my engagement to Senator Kavanagh.”

      Colin didn’t understand why she was so upset. Announcing an engagement was what society women like Cecilia O’Donnell did. It was expected.

      “She didn’t even ask me if I wanted to get married. All she cares about is his money and political ambitions. She didn’t care that he was mean, old and looked at me like I was his next meal or something.”

      Colin hid a smile at her innocence but didn’t interrupt.

      “He’s so horrible and smells so bad, I ran away. Papa helped me. He gave me some money. Sister Maura knew of the Benevolent Society of Lost Lambs, so I went there. But then Senator Kavanagh tracked me down. He threatened to have me locked away in an asylum if I didn’t marry him.”

      Furious she had been treated so badly, Colin fought to control his anger and tried to stay calm.

      “He can’t do that. Your parents would…” His voice trailed off as he looked into her eyes. “No, Cara. Even your mother wouldn’t do that.”

      “Wouldn’t she? You know she arranged my sisters’ marriages. None of them were what you call love matches. She always hated me, blames me for not being the son she wanted.  Since you jilted Colleen and caused a scandal, she’s hated me even more.”

      “But why would she blame you for what I did?”

      Cara flushed and wouldn’t look at him. She stared at the floor.

      “Cara. Why?”

      “I defended you. I told them you couldn’t do something that horrible. I said Thomas must have been mistaken. I…well it doesn’t matter. I was wrong.”

      She was shivering now, a combination of the shock and her cold, wet clothes. He had to get her warm again.

      “Cara, we need to talk properly, but not now. You’re cold, wet and no doubt hungry. I have to take you back to the other women where you can be looked after.”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Cara please, for the sake of our old friendship, don’t discuss my past with anyone.”

      She looked at him straight in the eyes. “Why?”

      “Very few people know the truth.”

      “I am not going to lie for you,” she said quietly.

      “I am not asking you to. I need some time to think and you do, too. Meeting again has been a shock to both of us. Now, please take my hand and pretend you are happy…”

      [image: ]
* * *

      She was happy but also hurt. He was alive and well yet he had never tried to contact her. Not her but her family.  Why not?

      “I am not that good of an actress.” She stood up, swaying slightly, but when he reached out to steady her, she rebuffed him. “Please take me back to Mrs. Walters.”

      He nodded, opening the door for her and then locking it behind him. He pocketed the key. “Can we talk tomorrow?” he asked as he offered her his arm again. She took it reluctantly, telling herself the ground was slippery. She remained silent as they walked past the saloon where the sleigh was now parked. There was a group murmuring outside. He stopped suddenly, causing her to stumble.

      “Sorry about that. I just…oh, never mind.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “Well, it seems like you’re staying in the local house of ill repute.”

      “What?” Cara repeated. She couldn’t believe her ears. She’d never seen a house like that, never mind walked inside one. “You’re teasing me. I don’t appreciate your sense of humor.”

      “I am not teasing. Looks like your Mrs. Walters may have bitten off more than she can chew.”

      “Mrs. Walters didn’t know.  She wouldn’t agree to that. Why can’t everyone be honest in their dealings with people?” she fumed aloud, making Colin laugh. “What’s so funny?” she demanded.

      “Honest? This coming from a woman calling herself Donnelly when her name is O’Donnell.”

      “Oh, you…” Cara walked off, head held high as his laughter followed her. She wished she knew a name to call him, but that type of language hadn't been part of her education. Fina would have known what to say. Nobody made fun of her new Mexican friend.

      Pushing back her shoulders, Cara refused to turn back for another look at Colin. He was dead to her family and to her.

      “Wait, Cara. There may still be customers in there. Let me escort you.”

      Cara hesitated—he was right. She didn’t fancy bumping into a “customer” any more than she fancied spending more time in the freezing cold.  She could also get lost as she didn’t know where the house was.

      She held her body rigid as he took her arm leading her down the street.  As they turned right, around the bend, she saw some of the other brides standing outside what looked like a hotel of some sort. She hoped it had warm, comfortable beds. Not that she was likely to get much sleep.

      He walked her to the door.

      “Cara, please…”

      “Don’t say another word. I’m done listening.” Cara pushed the door and walked inside, letting it swing back, only narrowly missing Colin’s face. She didn’t need him to check for customers. The other brides were here.  Together they would be fine.

      She bit her lip in a bid not to cry. She needed to speak to Mrs. Walters but she wasn’t anywhere to be found. A petite blonde woman with pale blue eyes stared at her. Cara stared back, despite knowing she was being rude.

      “You look upset. Can I get you anything?” The woman smiled as she spoke. She was trying to be kind, yet Cara couldn’t speak. She’d been brought up not to cry in front of strangers. Instead, she shook her head.

      “You’re exhausted, poor thing. Come with me. You can have my room. Some of your friends are already making themselves comfortable.”

      Cara followed the petite lady, feeling huge by comparison. She smiled at her gratefully as the woman pointed out a bed. Cara threw herself on the pillow. She had wished so often for Colin to return, to sweep her off her feet and rescue her.  Now he was here, he was her fiancé but it was all a mess.
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          The 1st Day of Christmas

        

      

    

    
      
        December 25, 1876

      

      Colin gazed out the window at the Cayuga River and the snow-covered mountain peaks behind. He loved the view from his office, it was almost as nice as the one from his house. He had bought the house from a man called Finegan. The locals had nicknamed the house “Finegan’s Folly” as they watched Finegan ship in carpets, curtains, tables, chairs, beds and everything else you could imagine in a society home in a big city. The man had a dream to create a beautiful home on the edge of the mountain, but Colin figured Finegan hadn’t bargained for the realities of the weather. After losing his fiancée in a tragic accident, Finegan had decided to pack up and go back to New York. As a result, Colin purchased the beautiful, fully furnished house at a steeply discounted price. It had the potential to be a fabulous home but he didn’t spend more time there than he had to. Somehow being in such pretty surroundings only made him lonelier. At least his friends Cookie and Mick got to enjoy the luxury surroundings on their annual Christmas visit. He liked to hear about their visits to different places, one town seemed to hold more attraction than others.  Clover Springs. It wasn’t that far away but Colin had never been there. Maybe now would be a good time for a visit.

      He’d promised Percy he would be in the clinic this morning. He’d much rather be up in the mountains hunting. Or, rather, hiding if he were being honest with himself. Colin knew he’d have to face her eventually, but he didn’t feel up to it yet. He would have to talk to Reverend Chase or maybe he could speak to Hardt. Explain how it wasn’t possible for him to go through with the wedding. But then the town would suffer.

      Although why couldn’t the wedding go ahead? She was of age now and obviously in some sort of trouble. Girls from society families didn’t end up as mail-order brides. He could be saving her if he married her. And maybe, just maybe, she could save him right back.

      He threw the rest of his coffee down the sink. A girl like Cara didn’t want saving, least of all by the likes of him. She wanted to be romanced. She wanted to have fun, to go shopping and riding and dancing. She didn’t want to be stuck in a backward town in the middle of the mountains.

      Small as Noelle was, he liked the town and didn’t want to move. Although he was in regular arguments with other mine owners over health and safety, Hardt took his advice seriously. Hardt had a reputation for being mean, but it wasn’t true. Colin knew Hardt had paid the men out of his own pocket when the mine had been closed after the last cave-in. He had paid Colin’s bills, too, meaning the hard-pressed miners didn’t have to choose between having medical treatment or trying to treat the ailment themselves.

      Colin gave himself a mental kick. He didn’t want to think of the patients he had lost to so-called traveling doctors, the snake-oil salesmen who wandered from one mining camp to another selling their own brand of medicine. An elixir so potent it would cure everything from a cough to a broken leg. The “medicine” was almost always more dangerous than the ailments it purported to cure, being mainly a mixture of poisonous herbs and alcohol. Yet some men swore by its effectiveness. He made some more coffee and cooked breakfast, although he didn’t eat it. He was far too agitated to sit down and enjoy food. He did some chores around the clinic, but by noon, there was still no sign of Percy.

      Percy could wait. It wasn’t as if he were really ill. Colin pushed the hair back from his eyes. He should go and see Cara. He couldn’t put if off any longer. He had to check on Fay, too. She was near her time and getting skittish. He pulled on his coat, opened the clinic door out to the street and stalked off in the direction of the cathouse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Cara turned and twisted just as she had done all night. It was Christmas day and her dreams had been filled with previous Christmases. One, in particular, kept recurring—the Christmas Colin had given her a book. Her favorite, A Christmas Carol. She had read it over and over until the pages fell out. Nobody else had indulged her love of reading. Did he even remember giving it to her?

      Of course he wouldn’t. He’d been besotted by Colleen, and who wouldn’t be? Her elder sister was tall with jet-black hair, deep blue eyes and a waist so small a man could span his two hands around it. She had been the belle of the ball. Every man in the neighborhood and beyond had been in love with Colleen, but she only had eyes for Colin. As a doctor’s son, he wasn’t the type of husband Mama favored for one of her daughters, but Colleen could always get Mama to see things her way. That same Christmas, Colin had proposed to Colleen. She’d said yes and everyone was delighted. Even Mother, who had fallen under his spell, too. Cara could remember thinking how wonderful it would be for Colin to be her real brother at last. A nice one instead of Thomas, who was horrible and forever pulling her braids or getting her into trouble.

      She beat the pillow again.

      “What is wrong with you? You kept me awake all night with your twisting and turning,” Fina said.

      “Sorry, I have a lot on my mind.”

      “I saw him kiss you last night. Didn't take him long to get to know you.”

      Cara didn’t reply. She didn’t want to talk about Colin.

      “He’s romantic, too. Such a tall man and a doctor. Such wonderful hands,” Fina went on.

      Cara wasn’t at all sure she liked the fact Fina seemed so taken with her doctor. Her doctor. Colin Cowan—or Deane, as he called himself now—wasn’t her anything. She had to see Mrs. Walters today and get out of this mess.

      “What do you think we’ll do today? It is Christmas day, after all.”

      “I don’t know, Fina. Have you made plans to speak to your groom?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. We shall see.”

      Cara didn’t understand the look on Fina’s face. She wasn’t sure if the girl was happy with her groom. She hadn't said anything and Cara was too shy to ask. She was worried it would be rude to ask personal questions.

      A knock on the door distracted both of them. Soon after, a woman of indeterminate age entered. Cara hadn't seen her before. She wouldn’t have forgotten her hair. It was such an unusual shade of yellow—it couldn’t possibly be natural.

      “Excuse me, ladies, but in our haste to depart last night, I appear to have forgotten some things. My name is Jolie.”

      “I’m sorry, Jolie, is this your bedroom? I thought it was Pearl’s. I didn’t know you had to move out because of us. I am very sorry,” Cara rushed to apologize.

      “Ah, yes, you’re the doctor’s bride, aren’t you? The one he kissed.”

      Had everyone seen Colin kiss her? Cara was about to deny it when the girl continued. “You have my sympathy, you poor dear.”

      “Why?” Cara didn’t want pity from anyone, let alone a girl whose smile didn’t reach her eyes.

      “Why? Didn’t you know? I guess you haven't been here long enough to find out. Your doctor friend is a real favorite with all us girls. He is so kind, so gentlemanly.”

      “Thank you,” Cara said, although she was sure the girl didn’t mean what she was saying as a compliment. “I’m sure he treats all of his patients with the utmost care and respect,” she replied.

      Jolie laughed but it wasn’t a nice sound. Cara glanced at Fina, who was glaring openly at the girl. Something was going on and Cara was certain she was the only one who didn’t know what it was.

      “Ah, yes, he would visit the sick when he’s working. But it's what he does in his leisure time that interests me more.”

      Cara stood, hands on hips, facing the girl. Now she was sure she was being baited. “What do you mean by that, exactly?”

      “Nothing, darling. You are way too innocent to understand or to keep a man like the doctor happy. He may marry you, but his heart will return to the person who can keep him satisfied. One who knows what he really wants and can put a smile on his face in seconds. See you around town, ladies.” The grin on Jolie's face left Cara in no doubt about who the woman thought could keep Colin happy. But he wouldn't have anything to do with a woman like that, would he?

      The door closed behind Jolie, leaving Cara staring after her. She turned to ask Fina what that had been all about but her friend was suddenly very busy getting dressed. She obviously didn’t want to discuss Jolie's visit, leaving Cara even more bewildered.
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* * *

      “Cara, there you are. Why didn’t you come downstairs to eat? It's Christmas morning, after all. Aren't you excited?” Pearl, the blonde-haired lady she had met the previous day, asked.

      “You are very kind, but no. I am not excited. I want to go back to Denver.”

      Pearl entered the room and sat on the bed before taking one of Cara’s hands. “You have had a shock, coming all this way to marry a man you don’t know. But don’t be afraid. Doc Deane is a lovely man. Very caring.”

      Cara whipped her hand back. “So you all say. He seems very popular with the ladies in this town.” She immediately felt guilty at the look of hurt in the other woman’s eyes. “I’m sorry. That was mean of me. Your friend, Jolie, told me all about how he looks after everyone.”

      “Sometimes, it seems Jolie’s mission in life is to make every man happy while making us women miserable. Don’t listen to her. She can be a little difficult, but she has her reasons. ” Pearl smiled sadly. “Won’t you please eat? Mrs. Walters won't be happy unless we look after you properly.” Pearl stood up. “Please, come with me.”

      Cara ate a small breakfast to please Pearl, but every mouthful stuck in her throat. She finally gave up trying to eat. The other brides were chattering like a bunch of excited hens, with Daniel the goose honking and baby Jem crying in the middle of everything.

      Cara couldn't feign happiness. She stood up and cleared some dishes out to the kitchen. She insisted on washing the dishes despite the cook’s reasurances she could manage. “It’s your Christmas too,” Cara reminded the woman.

      Cook thanked her telling her the scrap bin was outside. She opened the back door, shivering at the cold air.  She should really run and get her coat but a couple of seconds outside wouldn’t hurt.   She looked around for the scrap bin and out of the corner of her eye she spotted two children near the open door of a shed. Both boys.  They were dressed in rags and seemed afraid to be seen. They ducked back inside the shed.  She decided against calling to them as by their actions, they obviously didn’t want to be seen. Instead of scraping off the plate, she placed it on the ground wishing she had known to grab a few untouched biscuits to add to the pile.  She slipped a couple of coins from her skirt pocket and put them under the plate.  Then without glancing back, she returned to the kitchen empty handed.  Cook didn’t notice. Cara would recover the plate later. If she couldn’t, she would buy a new one. She had some money left from her earnings at the hospital in Denver where she’d worked prior to coming here.

      She wondered whose children they were. Was there an orphanage around?  The town didn’t seem big enough for one.  Maybe they belonged to one of the many miner’s she’d seen congregated outside the saloon last night.

      She had to resist the urge to take more food out to the shed.  It wasn’t her food to take and anyway, every time Cara turned around, it seemed Pearl was there. Cara got the impression the girl had been asked to look after her. Mrs. Walters had mentioned more than once how Cara, being one of the youngest and most sheltered brides, needed minding.

      She needed to collect the plate.  She tried to think of an excuse.

      

      “Pearl, I have to get outside for a while. I need to take a walk. I feel as if the walls are coming in on top of me.”

      The look on the other woman’s face was kindly and understanding.

      “What would you do if you were back home?” Pearl asked.

      “Visit Raven. He always made me feel better.”

      “And this man Raven, he wouldn’t marry you?”

      Cara laughed before explaining Raven was her horse. “I miss him most of all.”

      Pearl was staring out of the window, looking distracted.

      “Pearl?”

      “Sorry, what did you say?”

      “I was just asking if you wanted to come with me for a walk?”

      Pearl looked uncomfortable. She wouldn't meet her eyes.

      “What is it?” Cara asked.

      “I don't think it would be a good idea to take a walk. There are a few folks in town who aren't happy. They may not be too pleasant.”

      “Why would townsfolk take that out on me? I’m only visiting.” Cara studied the other girl’s face. “Don’t tell me there is another woman in love with Colin? Just how many spurned females does he have? Aside from my…” Horrified at how close she had come to telling Colin’s secret, Cara clamped her hand over her mouth. Thankfully, Pearl was still looking out the window and didn't seem to notice. Then they heard someone calling her name.

      “Stay here, Cara. I will see what they want.”

      Before she could argue, Pearl was gone. On her return, she looked much happier. “Doc Deane is downstairs. He wants you to take a walk with him.”

      “I would prefer to stay here.”

      “Cara, don’t be stubborn. You just told me you were feeling bored and claustrophobic. Doc will take care of you. Go on.”

      Cara rose, telling herself she was going out to please Pearl, who had been so kind to her. She wasn’t about to admit the thought of seeing Colin again was making her stomach roil with excitement.
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      “I’m amazed you agreed to walk with me today. I was half expecting to get the contents of a chamber pot on my head.”

      Cara giggled just as he’d hoped she would. He could still see Thomas’ face after one of his sisters had pretended to empty a chamber pot over him all those years ago. It was only water but it had taken ages for Thomas to see the funny side. Colin scowled. Why did he have to remind himself of Thomas?

      “What’s wrong? Does walking with me upset you that much?”

      “Sorry, Cara, I was just thinking of someone else.”

      “Who, Thomas? Don’t look so startled. You obviously hate him as otherwise, you wouldn’t have left him to die. What went wrong between you two anyway? You were once as close as brothers.”

      Colin saw the curiosity and hurt fighting in her eyes. He could have sworn aloud with frustration. He ached to tell her the truth, but how could he? She’d never believe him. Nobody would. As far as Thomas O’Donnell was concerned, everyone believed he was more pure than the snow falling around them.

      “Let’s not argue, not today,” he begged. “It’s Christmas.”

      Cara didn’t respond, but at least she didn’t argue back. He led the way in silence, wondering what to talk about. Their past was like a big elephant between them. He coughed, causing her to send him a quick look of concern.

      “I hope Fay is in better spirits than the last time I saw her.”

      Cara stopped suddenly. “You’re taking me to see a woman?”

      “Fay is my horse, silly. She’s going to give birth any day now. Makes her a bit skittish.”

      “Oh.” Cara’s cheeks flushed slightly, making her look even more attractive. She’d been such a skinny, unfortunate-looking child with bright red hair and masses of freckles. But there was nothing unfortunate about her looks now. She was pretty when smiling, but when she was angry and her green eyes were sparkling with fire, she was so gorgeous, it took every ounce of restraint not to kiss her.
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* * *

      Cara had to resist looking at Colin. He was still handsome, no doubt about that, but she would prefer if he were clean-shaven. His whiskers had tickled her skin when he’d kissed her yesterday. She wished she could read minds. What was he thinking? Feeling? She couldn’t help but be a little disappointed he hadn’t given her a Christmas present. Kezia had shown her the beautiful hair clasp Mr. Daniels had made for her.

      Colin slowed as they reached the blacksmith’s and livery right at the top of the town. This was where Kezia would live when she married Culver Daniels. The smell of smoke combined with fresh hay and horses tickled her nose. Colin stood back to let her walk in first, gently guiding her to the right. She guessed the blacksmith area was to the left with the Daniels’ personal quarters straight ahead.

      There were a number of horses in different stalls in the livery. Cara’s eyes were drawn first to a sleek chestnut mare. She wondered if this was Fay but quickly saw the horse was not pregnant. Looking around, she spotted a beautiful, raven mare with large, chocolate-colored eyes. She watched Colin approach the horse, gently crooning to her. Quietly, she followed him. It was love at first sight.
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* * *

      Fay nudged him, her head hitting his shoulder, her eyes gazing at him with reproach as if it were his fault she was in this mess. He rubbed her nose, muttering to her. He didn’t sense Cara standing beside him until she reached out to rub Fay’s nose. Her touch was gentle. He watched in wonder as the horse most of the town considered a temperamental old witch allowed Cara to caress her.

      “She likes you,” he couldn’t help commenting, his wonder evident in his tone.

      “Don't sound so surprised. Not everyone sees me as a bothersome kid.”

      “That’s not fair. When did I ever treat you—”

      “Like a kid? All the time. You still do.”

      “I was going to say bothersome. I treat you as a kid because that’s exactly what you are,” he said.

      “I am not. I’m twenty-one already.” Cara stamped her foot as she spoke. He looked intently at her feet before lifting his gaze to her face. He couldn't help smiling, causing her eyes to dance almost out of her face. She was spitting mad. “Oh, you…you…”

      He pulled her to him and dropped a kiss on her lips, cutting off her attempts to call him names. She was so soft in his arms. He let her go just as suddenly as her foot connected with his ankle.

      “That's not nice,” he said, rubbing his leg.

      “Neither is stealing a kiss. Your mother brought you up better than that.”

      But despite her words, she was smiling and when he continued to stare at her, she stuck her tongue out at him like she had done when she'd been a little kid. She grabbed a small bucket of feed, threatening to tip it over his head. He reached for her, his initial thought to take the bucket from her, one arm encircling her waist, while the other reached for the bucket. As she glanced up at him laughing, their gazes locked.

      He pulled her closer, suddenly aware of her soft warm curves pressing against him, her scent making his pulse race faster. He swallowed hard, trying to regain control, but failed miserably. The flash of heat between them threatened to burn his body to a crisp.

      He watched her, mesmerized as her eyes widened, her breath coming in short pants as she opened her mouth, her tongue dipping out to moisten her lips. She clearly had no idea of the effect she was having on him.

      He moved slightly so his physical response was less obvious, his cheeks heating as his imagination ran away…She was an innocent, a child he’d known since she was a babe in arms. How could he treat her so…he flinched as if scalded, letting her go so suddenly she stumbled. “Cara, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…I shouldn’t have…” He should stop trying to apologize as his mind couldn’t control his voice.
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* * *

      Horrified, she stared at him under the edge of her eyelashes, fighting the tears desperately. He wasn’t attracted to her after all. He just saw her as a child. But she was a woman, darn it, not a baby. Maybe Jolie, the woman from La Maison des Chats, would know what to do next.

      Her cheeks flamed, not from insult, but from anger and embarrassment. One part of her wanted to put her hands around his neck and strangle him while the other wanted to drag his mouth to hers and kiss him like no other woman had done before. That would show him she wasn’t a child anymore.

      Her hand connected with his cheek before she was even aware of it. “Get off me, you oaf, you brute. I hate you.”
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* * *

      Picking up her skirts, she ran straight back down the street before turning left in the direction of La Maison des Chats, leaving him staring after her. One hand caressed his stinging cheek while his mind tried to work out what just happened.

      One thing was certain—Cara wasn’t the child he had known any longer. She was all woman, and what was more surprising was just how right she’d felt in his arms. He hadn’t treated her properly, not even buying her a present for Christmas. He checked Fay one last time before heading back to his office.
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* * *

      Later that afternoon, Cara slipped outside to the shed. She had made a little picnic from food she’d brought at the store.  It wasn’t much but maybe it would help sooth the hunger pains the children must be suffering.

      She found the plate just inside the shed door. It had been licked clean. She replaced the plate with her little bundle. This time she couldn’t see them but felt them watching her.  “Boys, if you could tell me your names, maybe I could help more?”

      She waited for an answer but none came. Working with the children at the orphanage had opened her eyes to some of the horrors inflicted on vulnerable people. She couldn’t force these boys to trust her, that would take time.  More time than she had if she was determined to go back to Denver.

      Head down, she carried the plate back to the kitchen and washed it thoroughly. If Cook thought she was acting strange, she didn’t say anything.

      Taking a drink of water, she was about to go to her room when she heard a man’s voice. Horrified, she found the last person she wanted to see was also at La Maison des Chats. He seemed to be looking after Fina. Cara waited for him to apologize, or at least acknowledge what had happened earlier, but Colin was completely distracted.

      “Cara, help your friend get comfortable. Miss Morales, please do as I say. Your ankle will heal much quicker if you rest. I’ll come back shortly with something for your pain.”

      Then without another word to Cara, not even a glance in her direction, he left. She stared after him, wondering if she should follow. The sound of bells tinkling distracted her. Baby Jem was playing with a new silver rattle, a present from her soon-to-be stepfather. Cara gulped. Why couldn’t Colin be as thoughtful as Culver Daniels? Then another thought, maybe it was because she’d been so mean to him?
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      Cara watched the wedding ceremony with tears in her eyes. It was so romantic getting married on Christmas day, although this was a very different Christmas to the ones she normally enjoyed.

      For a start, they were in a saloon which also served as the church on Sundays and special occasions. The tree wasn’t decorated. It looked kind of lonesome, standing there all alone in its pot. She gave herself a talking-to. The other brides were in the same situation as she was and, judging by the looks on their faces, they weren't standing around feeling sorry for themselves. She cheered with the rest of the crowd when the Reverend kissed new bride, Felicity.

      Her eyes caught Colin’s and she blushed. Was he thinking about the moment they shared back at the stables? It had been so tender and sweet. She closed her eyes for a second, savoring the memory. She was glad she'd slapped his face as he shouldn't have taken liberties, but if she were honest, she was disappointed he’d stopped.

      When she opened them again, Colin was still staring at her and smiling. His expression suggested he knew exactly what she was thinking about.

      When the ceremony was over, Cara rushed from the saloon. Her cheeks burned as she pushed past some of the men standing at the bar. She ignored all the comments—the nice ones and those she didn’t completely understand but knew were rude. She wanted to be alone, away from everyone, especially Colin.  She walked back to La Maison without anyone speaking to her.

      When she got back to Pearl’s room, there was a gift with her name on it lying on her pillow. And attached to it was a little note:

      Cara,

      I know this Christmas isn’t up to your usual

      standards. I hope you enjoy the present.

      

      Yours…

      Colin.

      His writing was smudged, almost as if he had signed something else but crossed it out. She held the note closer, trying to decipher what had been written, but she couldn’t read it.

      She opened the parcel, tears flowing as she held up an almost perfect edition of A Christmas Carol. He'd remembered.

      She held the book close, wishing she had the guts to go back to the saloon so she could find him and thank him in person.  But then again, he hadn't known his bride would be her. He'd been expecting an older woman, someone more mature. Had he planned on giving that woman this gift? Maybe it had no significance after all. Maybe he gave all his women A Christmas Carol. She threw the book on the floor. She didn't want it anymore.
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* * *

      Colin walked slowly back to his clinic, he had followed Cara to La Maison to make sure she got back safely. He should be going home to his house on the outskirts of town. He never slept there, preferring the small space above the clinic. But Mick and Cookie were visiting and he should be sociable. The two men were old friends of his from the war, and tried to visit every year around Christmas time. It was a nice tradition, but this year he wasn’t thinking about them. All he wanted to do was go back to La Maison des Chats, barge upstairs and see if Cara had liked his gift. Did she remember the first time he had given her a copy of the Dickens novel? He thought about the fluffy shawl he’d originally bought as a gift for the mature bride he’d been expecting. The orange wool would have clashed horribly with Cara's coloring. He would have to give it to someone else. He didn’t want Cara spotting it and believing he had another woman in the house.

      How could he want anyone but her? She didn’t look a bit like the child he had left behind when he went to war. Her loving nature seemed to be the same, but the physical changes in her were remarkable. She had felt so wonderful in his arms—the heat between them had made it impossible to think rationally. She’d melded against his body as if she belonged there.

      He loved the vibrant color of her hair and those beautiful green eyes. How he wished they would dance with laughter and happiness when he was around.

      Colin kicked at the snow. She was having a bad effect on him, making him all nostalgic. He began to walk faster toward the livery, toward his house. He needed a decent drink and Mick was just the man to have a bottle open. But if he went to the house, he would have to tell Cookie about Cara. His old friend wouldn’t be happy.

      He couldn’t deal with that at the moment. He did an about turn and walked the few steps back to the clinic. An early night would be just what the doctor ordered rather than a bellyful of whiskey.
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          The 2nd day of Christmas

        

      

    

    
      
        December 26, 1876

      

      Dawn was breaking as Colin slammed the coffee pot down. His dreams the previous night had been filled with memories, not just of the war but of the times before it. Happy times, before his life had ended.

      Cara’s arrival in Noelle had turned his world upside down. What was she going to do? Would she tell everyone who he really was?

      He tried to read the medical periodicals piled up beside his bed. They were usually good for sending him to sleep, but not today. Every time he closed his eyes, he was back in the middle of a battle—the whoosh of shells falling, men screaming, the metallic smell of… he opened his eyes again. Finally, he gave up trying to sleep and decided to go for a walk. In the early morning, he was unlikely to bump into anyone and could have some precious time to himself.
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* * *

      He enjoyed his walk until he spotted Draven in the distance. Even Sheriff Draven couldn’t ignore the townsfolk if they told him he was a deserter and, worse still, a murderer.

      Draven knew his secret. Colin had saved the sheriff’s life some years back and, in return, the sheriff had torn up the bounty notice offering the sum of five hundred dollars for Colin Cowan, dead or alive. But Draven had a reputation to maintain. If everyone else found out, he couldn’t be seen letting an accused murderer walk free.

      Successfully avoiding Draven, he walked into his office and set the water to boil for some more coffee. Colin paced back and forth, not hearing the whistle of the kettle.

      The clinic door opened and Gus Peregrine walked in.

      “Son, you’ll burn the backside out of that pot. Can’t you hear it whistling or do those Irish ears of yers need a good cleaning?”

      “Morning, Gus. How're things with you?” Colin asked the old man as he rescued the pot and made some coffee. He placed an empty cup in front of his visitor.

      “I’m not ailing, if that’s what you mean. I came to offer you the blessings of the season, even if it seems a bit cold for Easter.” The old man drew his coat closer around him as Colin stoked the fire, hoping the flames would throw out more heat.

      “Easter? You old barnacle, you know it's the day after Christmas.”

      “Christmas! Of course, it’s Christmas, why else would I be here visiting you this early?”

      Colin didn’t say anything. He had noted that Gus was getting more confused over the passing months. He’d mentioned it to his grandson Jack. It saddened him the old man was losing his mind. He was very fond of him, not that he would ever tell him.

      “Are you planning any more uprisings?” Gus asked.

      “You know that has nothing to do with me. I’ve never set foot in Ireland.”

      “Ah, yes, but you Irish lot are always looking for opportunities.”

      “Wouldn’t you if it was your country under the control of a foreign power?” Colin couldn’t resist asking. “America got rid of the English. Next it will be Ireland's turn.”

      “See, I knew it. Yer scheming. And here was I bringing you some festive cheer.”

      Colin decided it was time to change the subject. “How’s that grandson of yours? I heard he was getting a bride, too.”

      “Well, he wasn’t as quick off the mark as you were. You kissed her mighty fast. No hanging about with you Irish, is there?”

      Colin smiled but didn’t say anything. He couldn’t tell Gus he’d kissed Cara so she didn't reveal his real name. He wondered how she was feeling this morning. Had she liked her gift, or did she hate him even more? But he couldn’t let Christmas day pass without giving her a gift.

      “Are you woolgathering again?”

      “Sorry, Gus. I was just planning my day. I have a number of visits to make.”

      “Well if yer too busy to talk to an old man like me, you should have just said so. I’ll get out of yer way,” Gus said huffily as he went to stand up.

      “Aw Gus, you know I love our talks. Why don’t I rustle us up some breakfast? Have you eaten yet?”

      Gus looked thoughtful but his expression soon turned anxious. “I don’t think…what I mean is it’s about time you showed some manners ‘n offered yer visitor some refreshments.”

      Colin made a mental note to talk again to Jack, Gus’s grandson. Gus couldn’t remember if he had eaten. For a man who enjoyed his food, that was a very worrying sign. But he didn’t want to worry Gus so he pretended all was fine. After lying about his name, and his past, to everyone he knew all these years, a few white lies to comfort an old man wouldn’t hurt.

      “How was your Christmas day?” Colin asked as he poured coffee into Gus’s cup.

      “Good. Met Jack’s bride. Nice girl, her name is...” Gus scratched his head, his eyes darting back and forth. “I can’t stay for breakfast. I have to be somewhere. Thanks for the coffee.”

      Colin caught the look in Gus’s eyes. The old man knew he had to be somewhere but if Colin were a betting man, he would bet Gus had forgotten where.

      “Want me to tag along with you?” Colin offered.

      “I don’t need minding,” Gus growled back, slamming the door on his way out.

      Colin stared at the door, his mind on Gus. It was so unlike him to be surly, but then given what he knew was ahead of him, Gus had a right to be upset. After everything the man had been through, saving countless lives as a field medic in the war, his grandson losing a leg trying to save his pa, it was so unfair the man was losing his mind at his age. But then life wasn’t fair, was it?
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      Cara turned on her side in bed, the book clutched in her hands. Had he remembered? It was typical of the man she had known before the war to be so thoughtful, but how did that fit with him being a coward, never mind a murderer?

      Fina stumbled slightly, dragging Cara’s attention away from the book.

      “How’s your ankle today?” she asked.

      “Getting better, I think. But you look sad. I will do your hair and let’s see if we can get your doctor a little hot under his collar, si?” Fina offered.

      Cara didn’t answer—she was far too embarrassed.

      “Your hair is beautiful. The color is so unusual,” Fina marveled as she brushed out Cara’s hair.

      “It’s horrible, this red hair and these freckles. You should see my sisters. They’re beautiful, especially Colleen. She has hair as black as yours and blue eyes.”

      “This sister, she is older than you?” Fina asked.

      “Yes,” Cara answered, wondering what that had to do with anything.

      “Then she is jealous of you, my friend. You have beautiful clear skin and are so pretty. Stop thinking of your sister. Does she have a handsome doctor for a groom?”

      Cara had to bite her lip. She wanted to tell Fina that Colleen had almost married her groom. But she’d promised Colin not to reveal anything of his past.

      “You need to be more confident, bolder. Look at him like this.” Fina demonstrated how Cara should look and flirt with Colin, but Cara couldn’t do anything other than laugh. If she batted her eyelashes like that at Colin, he was more likely to take her to his clinic for an eye examination than to fall in love with her.

      Fall in love? Why would she want him to do that?

      “Now you look beautiful. See?” Fina held up the mirror while Cara looked at herself, her mouth open with amazement.

      “I look so different, so...”

      “Beautiful and attractive. He will melt at the sight of you.”

      Fina smoothed the edges of the braided updo. Cara gave Fina a hug, overwhelmed by her kindness. Then she looked at herself in the mirror again. She looked older and more…sophisticated. Maybe Colin could see she really had grown up.
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* * *

      Colin finished with a patient. The grumpy old man hadn’t liked his advice to stop drinking and cut down on the amount of food he ate. Colin thought the man might hit him when he suggested a good wash would be in order. As the patient paid his bill, Colin pictured the old senator Cara had described.

      Colin had to fight to control his temper. Every time he thought of Cecilia O’Donnell insisting her innocent young daughter marry an aged old scoundrel, his anger increased. He’d never liked Cara’s mother much. She was a very cold woman who didn’t seem to like anyone or anything, not even her own children—with the exception, of course, of Thomas. As far as she was concerned, her boy walked on water. He was the most perfect specimen of manhood ever to grace the world. If only she knew.

      Thinking about Thomas wasn’t going to solve his problem. Cara couldn’t return to Denver or Boston, not unmarried. He didn’t trust Mrs. O’Donnell an inch and while he liked Cara’s father, he knew the man was not strong enough to stand up to his overbearing wife.

      No, Cara had to stay in Noelle, if only for her own safety.  Before he changed his mind, he marched up to La Maison des Chats and insisted on seeing Cara. She kept him waiting for a while before finally arriving downstairs. He ushered her into one of the parlor rooms where they could enjoy a little privacy.

      But when he finally got her alone, all he could do was stare.

      “What?” she asked, looking embarrassed.

      “You look different, Cara. Your hair…that’s not how you usually wear it.”

      Cara glanced in the mirror. “Fina did it for me. It’s supposed to make me look more…sophisticated.”

      “If you say so.”
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* * *

      He didn’t like her hair. Oh, well. She liked it and that was all that mattered. That’s what she told herself anyway, but she couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed.

      She pushed a few wisps back that had come free of the up-do. She was so intent on what she was doing, his next words shocked the life out of her.
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      “We have to get married Cara,” he said.

      She spun around to face him, her expression one of complete disbelief. “I know you think I am a child but I’m not that innocent.” Cara’s cheeks burned as she spoke. “Nothing happened yesterday. My honor is intact. You’re under no obligation to wed me.”

      “I made a promise I would get married,” he insisted.

      “Yes, but I don’t think Mrs. Walters will hold you to it. Not under these circumstances.”

      “Mrs. Walters? Who the heck cares what Mrs. Walters thinks?” Colin snarled.

      Confused, she stared at him. Who else had he promised he would get married? “Colin, if you’re worrying about me, don’t. I don’t want to marry you any more than you want to marry me. I release you from any obligation you feel.”

      “Cara, darn it. I owe this town.”

      “The town? Why would they care whether you got married or not? In fact, I know there are many women in this town who would prefer you remained single.”

      She couldn’t help but remember what Jolie had hinted. According to that woman, the female population of Noelle would be grateful if Doc Deane were to remain single.

      Instead of making him angry, her comment seemed to confuse him, judging by the expression on his face.

      “Cara, I promised the town I would marry. If they don’t have twelve new couples by January 6, they won’t run the railroad here. And Noelle needs the railroad to survive.”

      Cara couldn’t believe her ears. “You were marrying me because you made a promise to a town?” Cara asked, her quiet tone at odds with the anger raging inside her. He couldn’t be serious.

      “I don’t expect you to understand, but I owe this town and the people in it. They gave me a chance when nobody else would. I’ve lived and worked amongst these people for years now. I’ve watched some of them be born, been there when others died. They need me and I need them. I can’t let them down.”

      Cara gripped her hands so tightly, her nails dug into her palms.

      “Are you telling me you expect me to marry you because a group of strangers made you feel welcome?” Her hands were white, her knuckles clearly showing.

      “It’s not as simple as that and you know it.”

      “What I know, Colin Cowan or Deane or whatever you call yourself, is you lied to me. You lied to everyone. Not a single person in this town knows you.”

      “They know the real me. A name means nothing,” he said.

      “A name means everything! Without your name, what have you got?”

      He stared at her for a few seconds, as if willing her to understand. “Cara…forget it. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.”

      “Cara, can’t you see I can’t let these people down? Without the railroad, the mines won’t be able to transport their products. The stores won’t be able to bring in their goods, the people won’t come. Noelle will turn into another ghost town. The people who stay here won’t have medical treatments.”

      Cara bit her lip and turned away from him. She looked out at the town that had struck a chord with her from that first, miserable night. She could help them achieve something, their dream. But at what cost? She wanted to marry someone who loved her for who she was. She wanted a family, she wanted...him.

      “Cara, there is a way this could work for both of us.”

      “What do you mean?” she said slowly, turning to look at him.

      “If you marry me, you’ll be safe from the senator. He can’t hurt you. If you really want, we could agree to a marriage in name only.”

      Cara nearly vomited. He didn’t want her physically or emotionally, just as a means to save his precious town. “I’m not going to lie to protect you or your town. You might feel comfortable living a lie, but I don’t.”

      “But you already lied by pretending to be someone you weren’t.”

      Cara wanted to march off, but where would she go?

      “Cara, I’m sorry but I beg you—please go through with our wedding. We can save Noelle and you at the same time.” He moved closer to her, running his hands up her arms, turning her to face him.

      “Cara, I know you cared for me at one time. Please, for the sake of our old friendship, please help me. Help us.”

      She stared into his eyes, her stomach churning at his nearness. She wanted to say no. She wanted to yell at him, to ask her to marry him for real. Until death do us part…

      “I don’t think I can do that, Colin.”

      It took everything she had, but she pushed past him and walked slowly back upstairs. She hoped he didn’t follow her.

      Tears ran freely down her face. She had thought her heart broke when he’d marched off to war but she’d been a child then. Now she was a woman, and her heart breaking was the most painful thing she had ever experienced.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Colin watched her walk away. Why hadn’t he just told her how he felt? He wanted to marry her for real. He wanted to have children with her, grow old with her.

      He thought she may agree to marriage for her own safety. After all, she had been prepared to be a mail-order bride and marry a stranger. But she obviously hated him. As long as she believed he was a murdering coward, she would never love him.

      He closed the door of La Maison des Chats and walked down the street, not caring which direction he took. She hadn’t mentioned her present. Had she liked it? He would have loved to see her face when she opened it, but his pride had stopped him from giving it to her himself rather than asking Pearl to put it on her bed. He didn’t think he could bear it if Cara threw the book aside. Not now.
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        December 27, 1876

      

      “Morning, Doc. Fine day, isn’t it?” The door of the office opened, bringing a blast of cold air into the room. The temperature didn’t improve when Colin saw who his visitor was.

      Colin looked into the face of Mr. Stiles, the railroad representative. He wanted to tell the man to get lost, to go hassle someone else, but he couldn’t. All he could do was fix a smile on his face and see what the man wanted. He wasn’t here for doctoring, that was for sure.

      “Feeling poorly, Mr. Stiles?” Colin couldn’t resist asking as he picked up a sterile silver instrument. It was a harmless irrigation syringe but judging by the blood rapidly draining from Mr. Stiles face, the man didn’t know that.

      “No, social call is all. I just wondered how you were faring with your bride.”

      “You can’t rush a woman when she sets her mind to doing something. Can you?” Colin twisted the syringe up and down in his hand. He was shaking. Why had Stiles picked him, of all people? Had he heard Cara refused to get married?

      “What about Horatio and Maybelle? I’ve been meaning to pass on my good wishes but I can’t seem to find them. Do you know where they’re living?”

      “No, sorry,” Colin said, trying to sound disinterested as he moved various instruments about.

      “Well, if you see Horatio, let him know I was looking for him…Doc?” Stiles leaned in to Colin’s face, staring at him.

      Colin gulped at the look in the other man’s eyes. He knew.

      “I will, for sure. Now, if you don’t mind, Mr. Stiles, I have patients to see.”

      Stiles gave Colin a withering look as he went out the door.

      Colin looked at the syringe, wishing he could stick something bigger and more painful in the obnoxious man’s backside. How could the railway man know his secret? Who had he been talking to? Cara had been adamant she wouldn’t have anything to do with him, and it was too late to order another bride. Not that he wanted anyone else. Darn it anyway. He needed to see Draven but he couldn’t risk calling on him now. Stiles might be watching.

      He stared at the street outside, growing more nervous by the minute until, finally, Draven showed up.

      “In here, Draven. You got to help me.”

      “What’s up?” Draven drawled as he walked into the office.

      Colin knew Draven got twitchy when surrounded by medical instruments. It reminded him of the time Doc had to pull the bullet from his leg.  He quickly filled him in on the questions Stiles had been asking.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After seeing a few more patients, Colin went over to La Maison to see if there was anything he could do to change Cara’s mind.  It had stopped snowing, thankfully, although the air was still cold. After checking on his patient Fina, he asked Cara if she wanted to take a ride. He remembered how much she’d loved being outdoors when she was younger and hoped that the offer to get out for a bit would be too good to pass up, even if he were part of the bargain.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun,” he coaxed. “I know some great climbing trees.”

      Despite some of the other brides looking at him as if he were mad, Cara laughed. Her laugh was infectious and soon everyone was smiling.

      “Can I take that as a yes?” he asked.

      “You win, although I’m not dressed for climbing trees.”

      “Never stopped you before,” he murmured as he held her coat, his words for her ears only. Her cheeks blushed the prettiest shade of pink.
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      Climbing trees. Was he mad? It had been about ten years since she had climbed up a tree. Well, at least five anyway. Was he teasing her because he liked to get a reaction or because, in his eyes, she was still a child? The feel of his fingers as he brushed the skin of her neck accidentally when helping her into the wagon made her whole body shiver. Just as sitting close to him on the wagon made her ache to move closer so their sides were touching. She shuffled, trying to get her feelings under control.

      Although thankful to get away from La Maison des Chats for a while, Cara wasn’t sure going for a ride with Colin was a good idea. She could tell he was uncomfortable, too. He kept darting glances at her but he didn’t say anything.  She hated not being in control of her feelings or her thoughts, but being around him made all her senses swim. If only there wasn’t the issue of Thomas or Colleen or that pesky murder conviction hanging between them. She sighed loudly.

      “Are you alright, Cara?”

      “Can we stop here a while, I need to ask you something.”

      Colin nodded before bringing the wagon to a standstill.

      “Why do you have to get married? From what I hear, there were plenty of other men willing to take a bride. In fact, the story goes you drew straws,” she said, hoping it was just a story. But the look on his face confirmed that was not a rumor.

      “I had to do my part. I want to see Noelle live up to its potential. I know it doesn’t look like much now, but you should see this area in the summertime. The view goes on for miles. The air is fresh. The meadows are just made for children to run around and play. It’s a safe, healthy place to raise a family.”

      Cara followed his gaze. Although the meadows were covered in snow, using her imagination she could see what he described. The regal mountains in the background, the fast-flowing rivers full of fresh, clean water, the openness of everything. She loved it, too, and she had only been there less than a week.

      But his answer wasn’t good enough. It was only an excuse if what Jolie had said was true.

      “But you could have just stayed living here. The terms were that twelve grooms had to get married. Nobody insisted you did.”

      He paused, looking over her head as if trying to find the right words. Then he looked straight into her face. “I’m lonely. I guess I wanted a wife and, in time, some children. I’m tired of eating at Nacho’s every evening and going home to empty rooms. I miss what me and Tony had growing up.”

      Cara gulped at the look of pain in his eyes when he mentioned his younger brother, Tony. She hadn't known him as well as Colin. He was more of an indoor type, scholarly, and rather sickly, although that hadn't stopped him from marching off to war. He’d died in Andersonville. She could still picture the pale-faced young boy with the solemn eyes. “He wanted to be a priest, didn’t he?”

      Colin nodded. She sensed he was fighting his emotions and didn’t want to appear weak in front of her.

      “I am sorry for your loss, Colin. Tony was a nice boy. But why didn’t you come back to live in Boston after the war?”

      The look he gave her reminded her why. But if he were innocent as he claimed, he could have come back and cleared his name.

      “Why here?” She was desperate to understand. Was it simply a place to hide from the authorities, or was it more?

      “I love it here, Cara. Here, I’m free.” He took a deep breath. “You have no idea what freedom means. In Boston, we had to adhere to certain standards. We had to be seen in the right places, with the correct people. If I were to work, I would be expected to take up a position as befits my background as the esteemed Dr. Cowan’s son. I would have spent my career treating rich people’s perceived ailments. Their bunions or their gout.”

      The look on his face made Cara smile but she kept silent, willing him to continue.

      “People care too much about who you are and what company you keep rather than what difference you make to the lives of those around you. Here in Colorado, in places like Noelle, everyone is too busy trying to survive to spend much time wondering if your cravat is on straight or your dress is a certain length. Not that people don’t gossip. Of course they do, but it's not the same as back in Boston. Growing up, I felt…stifled. As if the entire country was crowding in on top of me and I couldn’t breathe. Do you know what I mean?”

      She did, only too well. She had spent the last number of years kicking back at the restraints society placed on her behavior—the continuous arguments with her mother over what was considered acceptable and what wasn’t. But she was a woman. It was different for men. They were free to do what they liked. Weren’t they?

      “I couldn’t bear feeling imprisoned again. It may sound dramatic comparing Boston society to the inside of a prison cell, but that’s how it seemed to me. I know you probably won't believe me. You’ll think I am hiding out here and I guess…well, in a way I am.” Colin turned to face her. “I will never live in a big city again. That’s not what I want. Not for me or for my family if I am so blessed.”

      “What do you want?” she asked quietly, hoping against hope he would say he wanted her. Not just a bride, but her as the mother of their children.

      “I want to be free. Or as free as it’s possible to be when you live among other people. I want a happy family living in my comfortable house. But I don’t care about having lots of money, servants and all the other trappings we had growing up. I want my children to play in the mud, climb trees, ride horses across meadows. I want to go fishing with my sons.” He flashed a grin at her. “Or my daughters.”

      He remembered. She had trailed after him and Thomas when they were kids. He had taught her how to fish, helping her to land her first one. Thomas had taken it off her pole, thrown the fish back into the water and sent her home with a box on her ears for good measure. Not satisfied with that, her brother had told their mother and she’d been soundly thrashed for behaving like a hoyden.

      “It may sound big-headed or proud to you, but I want to make a difference. I want to save people. Be a real doctor.” He’d gripped her hands rather tightly but didn’t appear to notice. “People die out here from lack of basic care. In many cases, the correct treatment at the right time would save them. I’m not talking about advanced surgical knowledge. And of course, there will always be those that can’t be saved. But right now, children and their parents die from a lack of knowledge. A simple cut can prove fatal. I want to change that. I want to help people. I don’t want to be responsible for people dying. Not again.”

      Cara pulled her hands back. He was a murderer. He had just admitted it. The day lost its shine. Colin Cowan didn’t want her. Any woman would do, so long as they let him live his ideal life. In hiding, under an assumed name.

      “Take me back to town, please.” She forced her voice to stay steady.

      “Are you alright? Did you get too cold?”

      “I just want to go back. Please,” she mumbled, trying to keep the tears from her voice. She wasn’t going to cry in front of him or any other man ever again.
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      When they got back to town, Colin insisted on accompanying her into La Maison des Chats.

      “Cara, please talk to me,” he said once they were in the warmth of the parlor. “I thought we were making progress out there. That, if nothing else, we may have rediscovered our friendship?”

      Cara turned away from him. It hurt too much to look at him.

      “Cara, please. What you think of me, the terrible things you believe I did, they’re not true,” he said.

      “Thomas came home from the war a hero. He lost the use of his leg for his country. He paid a high price and you want me to believe…to believe my brother told lies about you? If you’re not the coward or murderer he said you were, then why would he say it?”

      Colin was silent. She closed her eyes, picturing Thomas’s face in her mind that day her brother had told them his story. Her family had listened in shocked silence as Thomas had told them of Colin’s betrayal, how he’d killed those men in cold blood right before being captured and sent to Andersonville. She remembered how sad Thomas had been, recounting the horrible things his best friend had done.

      Unless…the color drained from her face as she reached for the chair. He moved behind her. She could feel his breath on the back of her neck. Gently, he put his arms on her shoulders and turned her to face him. Putting his finger under her chin, he forced her to look at him.

      “You seem to find it easy enough to believe I’m a murderer and a coward. Why not him? What makes us so different?”

      She opened her mouth but he didn’t give her time to say anything.

      “I know he’s your brother, but you’ve known us both your whole life.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “But what, Cara? Think back to when we were younger and you used to trail after Thomas and I all the time. Did I ever do anything to give you the impression I could kill someone?”

      “You killed people in the war.” Even as she said the words, she knew she wasn’t being fair.

      “I was a soldier. That’s what soldiers do. But you’re accusing me of murdering a man in cold blood. Did I give you any reason to believe me capable of going that far? I’m a doctor. My whole existence is to save people.”

      Cara was about to argue back but…he was right. He had never given her cause to believe he was capable of something so horrendous. Unlike the other boys, he had never hunted for sport, only for food. He had insisted on putting back the smaller fish when they had gone fishing. He tended injured animals with the same care and attention he now showed his patients.

      “You do remember?” he said softly, a hint of hope combined with desperation in his expression.

      She couldn’t admit he was right. That would mean admitting her brother was… “That was before the war. You said yourself war changes everyone.”

      “It does, but not the man deep inside.” He flung his hands by his side. “But you believe what you want to.”

      Torn between wanting to believe him and loyalty to her family, she said desperately, “You can’t expect me to believe my own brother…my blood…is a murderer.”

      She held her breath at the look of hurt on his face before he realized she had seen it. He turned away and picked up his hat before inhaling loudly. He turned back to look at her. “No, I guess it is easier to believe I am.”

      He stalked out, leaving her alone in the parlor room.

      She closed her eyes but could still see the look of devastation on his face.  Her instincts screamed he was telling the truth. But what he said about Thomas…could it really be true?
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      Colin drove the wagon back to the livery, trying to forget the ugly conversation. Cara believed him to be a murderer. Whatever hope he had for them was gone. He needed a drink, but first he had to check on Fay.

      As soon as he arrived, he knew something was wrong. His horse was making funny sounds as her eyes rolled in her head. Not only was she in pain, but her fear was palpable. He stroked her nose to try and calm her down and then promised to get help.

      He raced to find Woody, Noelle’s animal expert. He could probably help Fay but his hands were shaking too much. On his way to the livery, he’d passed Buck and his long lost sister, Meizhen, Woody’s bride-to-be. Buck and Meizhen finding each other after all these years was proof miracles did happen, only not for him. But he couldn’t think about that now.

      He didn’t stop—he couldn’t afford to. He had to get help for Fay. With relief, he finally spotted Woody and waved him over.

      “Woody, come quick…Fay…” Colin couldn’t speak he was so breathless, but Woody got the message. His friend ran toward the livery with Colin chasing after him. Woody said something to Meizhen as he ran past but Colin couldn’t hear what he’d said. He was surprised to see her lift her skirts and race after Woody as well. Culver Daniels, the blacksmith and livery owner stepped out of their way as Colin and Meizhen skidded to a halt outside the stall where Woody was examining Fay. He caught the worry and anguish on Woody’s face. Not Fay. Please don’t let me lose her.

      He was surprised to see Meizhen climb over the stall wall and put herself in front of the horse. The girl was agile.

      As he’d suspected, the foal was breech. Woody was doing his best but the chances of both mom and baby surviving were slim. Holding his breath, he watched Woody working calmly and quickly. He thought that at least if he ever did have to leave Noelle, at least they had Woody to help with the difficult births.

      What was he thinking? He didn’t want to leave Noelle. These people were his friends.

      After several anguishing minutes, the foal was born…only it wasn’t a foal, but a mule. What on Earth? His thoroughbred horse had gotten flighty with a donkey?

      “I will marry you.”

      The sweet voice broke into his thoughts. Colin’s head swiveled as Meizhen announced she would marry Woody. His insides curled with jealousy at the look the couple exchanged, although in his heart he was thrilled for Woody. The man was an exceptional human being and deserved to be happy.

      Judging by the look on Woody’s face, every Christmas present he had ever wished for had just been lavished on him. Colin exchanged a quick glance with Culver. Culver was also looking happy, but then he had reason to be. Colin had met his wife and baby, and the trio looked as happy as Woody now did.

      Colin kicked himself for feeling jealous at such a happy time. These men were his friends and he should be pleased for them. He slapped Woody on the back. “Thank you so much for saving Fay and the mule. I wish I knew who owned the donkey she mated with. My poor horse should have a foal to look after.

      “She don’t care.  She’s a ma now.”

      Colin looked at the way Fay was nuzzling her little one and couldn’t help thinking once again, Woody had hit the nail on the head. So long as mother and baby were healthy, who cared?

      “Come on, you. Best get cleaned up for the wedding.”

      Woody looked down at his clothes covered in the afterbirth and grinned.
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* * *

      Cara listened as the sound of the wedding festivities tinkled through the window, from the saloon down the street. She had felt awful telling Meizhen she just couldn’t face the ceremony. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to support her friend and wish her luck with her marriage, but she couldn’t handle seeing Colin. Meizhen had been so nice. She had kissed her cheek and told her to believe in magic. Cara didn’t think she believed in anything anymore. It was her brother’s word versus Colin’s. It was hard to believe either of them would deceive her, but one of them must have. She had never fully believed her brother’s story, but that wasn’t the same as thinking him a murderer.
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* * *

      Colin hid a smile as Woody kissed his bride before Reverend Chase had even started the vows. Everyone laughed when Reverend Chase gently reprimanded the young couple. Colin’s eyes searched the crowd for Cara, eager to share this special moment with her, hoping she would see how happy the couple were and maybe open her heart to him. To them.

      But she wasn’t there. He closed his eyes, seeing the look on her face when he’d left her at La Maison.

      She believed him to be a murderer. After all these years, he had convinced himself he didn’t care what others thought. He knew he wasn’t capable of what he had been accused of and those that knew him well wouldn’t believe it anyway. But he had been stupid and naïve. If Cara and her family, who all knew him better than most, believed it, then everyone did. Why hadn’t he tried to prove his innocence all those years ago?

      But then, he hadn’t been in a state to do anything back then, had he? Addiction had made him helpless.

      He had to get away from the wedding and all the happy couples. Making his excuses, he quickly left and stormed back to his office. Banging the door shut, he turned the lock and went through to the back where a small flame still flickered in the wood burner. He stood in front of it but the heat wasn’t enough to warm him. He looked at the cabinet. He knew what would make him feel better. What would give him the release he was looking for.

      He took a couple of steps before muttering an oath. That way held no escape. What was it Tony used to say? Where there was life there was hope? Was his little brother right?

      Colin unconsciously rubbed his side, just under his ribs. Being a doctor, he knew it was phantom pain but it didn’t stop it aching something awful. He’d been lucky. The injuries inflicted by Delaney and his raiders hadn’t killed him, unlike many of their other victims. Yet another example of war not being black and white.

      Wirz, the camp commander who eventually hanged for war crimes, had ordered the trial and hanging of Delaney and the other five leaders of the so-called “raiders”, those prisoners who, in an effort to live, stole food and belongings from their fellow prisoners. Their actions may have been understandable to a point, until they had indulged in torture. Men who’d fought the common enemy together, side by side, had terrorized each other in prison. Andersonville had that effect on people. Brought out the worst in them, with some behaving no better than caged wild animals.

      Disgusted with himself, his thoughts and his cravings, Colin locked the office behind him and headed off for a long walk. The farther the better. It was the only thing that worked to shake off the memories of the past.

      Or, at least it used to work. But now the challenge was bigger. The past was overtaking any chance he had of having a happy future. He had told himself he didn’t want a wife, until the need to save the town arose. Then he didn’t have to admit to being lonely—he could order a bride on the excuse he had to help save the town. But having seen Cara again and realizing the child he’d once known was all grown up, he was desperate not to lose the beautiful young woman she had become. He loved her. He wanted her, but he was afraid that she could never be his.
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      White hot shards of pain filled his body. He turned this way and that, trying to dodge the next kick or blow to his head, his shoulders, his hands. Not his hands. He couldn’t end up like Stewart, every finger on each hand broken. He’d never do any doctoring again. “No,” he screamed, hoping someone would hear him. Hoping that person would be a friend and not another member of the gang. Tony’s face loomed in front of him.

      Colin jumped up in bed—it’d been another nightmare. He rushed to the window, drawing back the curtains. It was still early but there were signs of life in the town below. Noelle, not Andersonville.

      Pulling on his clothes, he walked down slowly to the kitchen, hoping he hadn't woken the others with his screams. He knew Mick still suffered occasional nightmares but he wasn’t sure about Cookie. The older man never admitted to any but some mornings, he looked as if he’d been up all night.

      Pushing open the kitchen door, he saw Mick was already up. Colin’s hands shook badly. He turned his body, hoping the other man wouldn’t notice until the spasm had passed.

      “Bad night?” Mick asked as he put a cup of coffee on the table for Colin.

      Colin nodded.

      “Did you take any of that stuff you gave me?”

      Colin shook his head. Mick sighed with impatience. “Don’t know why you’re worried. You won’t get addicted again. Not if you’re careful.”

      Colin didn’t agree, but he wasn’t about to argue with Mick. His friend was only trying to help.

      “How’s your leg? You seem to be walking better,” Colin asked in an effort to deflect the conversation.

      “Yeah, it’s good. Why wouldn’t it be – all I’ve been doing is sleeping in that great big bed of yours upstairs. It’s mighty comfortable. You should use it sometime. I wouldn’t have slept there if I knew you was coming home last night.”

      Colin grunted in reply. The spare room had been fine but he wasn’t about to get into a conversation over his domestic arrangements. Not this morning.

      Mick whistled as he went about clearing up after breakfast. Colin couldn’t help smiling. Who would have thought this man was a former Confederate soldier whose leg was saved by a friend and past colleague of Colin’s. The surgeon hadn't amputated as so many others would have, but had done his best to save the leg of the young kid taken prisoner. And he’d done a fine job. He was still working as far as Colin knew. His own career as a surgeon had been short-lived – another casualty of the war. Still, he was lucky. If any of his patients suspected how badly the shakes affected him after a night of nightmares, they would run a mile before they would let him examine them.

      “Where’s Cookie gone?”

      “Down to the town. He wanted to get some items from the store.”

      More likely the old coot was gone in search of gossip. His suspicions were confirmed at Mick’s next words.

      “He’s hoping to catch Woody to congratulate him on his marriage. Imagine Woody, a married man, and to Buck’s sister and all. Who’d have thought it?”

      Colin sipped his coffee.  Mick and Cookie always sought out Woody when they came to Noelle. They had offered him money to leave the town and come with them on their cattle drives but Woody had never been interested in leaving Noelle. Woody had told Mick all about Buck and Meizhen finding each other after all these years. He knew how Mick hoped the miracle of Buck finding his long-lost sister would rub off on him. Mick had yet to accept that his family was gone. He knew for sure that his parents had died in the war, or shortly after, but his sisters were missing. Colin, Cookie and those who had lived near Mick’s parents’ farm in Virginia, presumed they were dead, two of the thousands of civilian casualties of the war.

      But Mick wasn’t convinced. Although he had built up the farm after the war and now rented it out, he returned every year just in case there was word of his sisters. Cookie went with him.

      Cookie didn’t talk much but one night, late when everyone else was asleep, he had told Colin that taking the boy prisoner had been his salvation. Cookie was convinced God had sent Mick, a Confederate soldier at the tender age of twelve or thirteen, stumbling into the Union camp the night Cookie was on guard duty. He’d been badly injured. Cookie had taken him to the surgeon and once Mick had recovered, the surgeon had released the boy into Cookie’s care. Despite the war being over for years now, Cookie refused to leave Mick’s side. He was convinced the boy, now a strapping young man in his twenties, would get into trouble if Cookie didn’t stay nearby.

      Mick had a short temper, especially where women were involved. God help anyone who mistreated a woman when Mick was around. He liked a few drinks, too, and sometimes the combination of temper and alcohol didn’t go well especially after a long cattle drive when tempers were more likely to be frazzled. Cookie, who never drank, was always on hand to keep him out of the worst of trouble.

      

      Colin could understand Cookie’s logic. Killing other men didn’t come naturally to most, even in war. Cookie saw looking after Mick as payment for the lives he had cut short during the conflict.

      Only Cookie knew about Colin being wanted for questioning over a murder, although both men knew of his addiction to opium. The same surgeon who had saved Mick had helped nurse Colin back to health after Andersonville. But neither would betray him. Unlike Cara, these men didn’t believe he was capable of cowardice, let alone murder.

      Colin slammed his coffee cup back on the table, making Mick jump. “Good thing that’s tin and not China, otherwise I’d be pulling splinters out of my face. What the blazes got into you?”

      Colin didn’t answer.

      “Cookie said you’d met your bride. He said she was real purty.”

      Mick’s use of the slang expression would have made Colin laugh on any other day. But not today. He wasn’t in the mood. He wished he had stayed in the rooms over the office where he could be alone.

      Mick poured more coffee, some for himself and a refill for Colin. He turned a chair around, straddled it and looked Colin in the face.

      “What’s going on? You ain’t been this surly in a long while. Does she smell bad? Has she started nagging you already? Why don’t you just send her back if you don’t like her? Or let one of the other miners marry her.”

      Colin stared into the coffee cup, letting Mick’s chatter go over the top of his head.  Then when Mick stopped chattering and the silence became a little uncomfortable, he spoke.

      “I know her.”

      “What do you mean you know her? As in a biblical way?” Mick responded, the look on his face clearly telling Colin what sort of woman he thought Cara to be.

      Colin pretended to swipe Mick’s head but only rustled a couple strands of his hair. “Not like that, you clown. I grew up with her. Cara Donnelly is the name she’s using but her real name is Cara O’Donnell.”

      Cookie came in just at that moment. He dropped the bag he was carrying. “O’Donnell, as in Thomas O’Donnell?”

      “The one and only,” Colin snarled.

      Mick looked from one to the other. “I’m lost. Who is this fella O’Donnell and why do both of you look like you got a bit of Nacho’s lemon pie stuck in your teeth?”

      Colin exchanged a look with Cookie, who sighed heavily before taking a seat.

      “Thomas O’Donnell is the greatest, ugliest swine of a man I ever had the misfortune to meet. If I ever laid eyes on that son of a…”

      “He was my best friend and Cookie’s commanding officer,” Colin said, cutting off Cookie’s tirade.

      “If he was your best friend, what did he do to warrant such hatred?” Mick asked.

      “He’s a lying scumbag coward.” Cookie jumped to his feet. “Shot himself and then two of his own men. After Colin here saved our lives by sacrificing his. I swear I…”

      “Cookie, calm down. There’s no point in getting riled up now. O’Donnell’s not worth it,” Colin said.

      “You can’t marry his sister. No wonder she’s desperate enough to be a mail-order bride.”

      “Cookie, close the door, you’re letting the heat out,” Mick said.

      Cookie kicked the door shut, making the glass in the windows rattle, “Bad blood must run in that family.”

      “Cookie! That’s hardly fair. From what you said when you described her, the girl is barely old enough to remember the war,” Mick protested. “It’s not like you to hold innocents responsible for the actions of others.”
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      Colin saw Mick’s words hit home as Cookie flushed.

      “Cara is just a bit younger than you, Mick,” Colin said. “She remembers the war but she believes her brother was a hero.”

      Cookie spat on the floor. “Some hero.”

      “Cookie, have some coffee. It's not as good as yours but I didn’t burn it this time. Well, not completely!” Mick’s joke fell flat. “Tell me from the start as I don’t follow how you can shoot yourself and then others. Surely you’d be dead.”

      “Thomas and I grew up together in Boston. Our parents were good friends and the families were close. We spent so much time in each other’s houses, the servants considered us one family. When we grew up, the war had started and we felt obliged to fight. I was studying to become a doctor but Thomas was going to follow his father into banking. I was engaged to his sister when we went off to war.”

      “You were engaged to a child?” Mick asked, sounding horrified.

      “No, not Cara. I was engaged to her elder sister, Colleen.” As Cookie and Mick exchanged a look, Colin suggested that Cookie join them at the table. “This may take a while to explain.”

      “Should I cook us something to eat?” Mick asked, although his hopeful look at Cookie suggested he wanted the older man to offer.

      “Don’t do it on my account. Any mention of O’Donnell is enough to put me off my food for days,” Cookie muttered.

      “As I was saying, Thomas and I were assigned to different units but we kept in touch. Thomas was promoted so he ranked above me. We only fought beside one another once.”

      “That was enough,” Cookie interjected. “What Doc is taking too long to tell you is that our units got surrounded. Rebs were everywhere. We had a chance to escape. A negro knew the area well. He’d worked on a farm or something, and figured he could save us. Colin decided to stay back with our wounded. He wasn’t sure the Graybacks would look after them properly. O’Donnell had a fit. He ordered Doc to abandon his men and follow him.”

      “You were there?”

      “Yep. O’Donnell ordered us men to follow him. A few wanted to remain with Doc but O’Donnell said he would shoot any who deserted. He was fond of using his gun and he didn’t like to be questioned. I think he believed he was some sort of king in a past life. No order could be questioned, no matter how stupid it was,” Cookie growled, then fell silent.

      Mick looked from Cookie to Colin but both seemed reluctant to continue. “What happened?”

      “The Graybacks overtook most of us and the ones who survived the initial attack were taken to Andersonville. Of two hundred men, thirty were still alive when they were liberated,” Colin added.

      “You were in Andersonville?” Mick asked Cookie.

      “No, lad. I went with O’Donnell, God help me.”

      “You didn’t have any choice Cookie. You couldn’t disobey a direct order,” Colin argued.

      “You did.”

      “That was different. Thomas would never have shot me.”

      Cookie’s snort told everyone what he thought of that notion.

      “But why did he shoot himself if you escaped?” Mick asked.

      “The days after our escape were some of the worst I’ve ever experienced. We were surrounded by Graybacks, or so it seemed. The men were angry with O’Donnell for making us leave our buddies behind. We didn’t have any provisions, we were wet, cold and some of us fell sick. We had no doctoring. Anyway, we reached the point where we had to face the enemy or risk being overrun. We’d heard rumors of Union men being murdered despite showing the white flag. Karl, the negro who had saved us the first time, he didn’t want to risk being taken prisoner. Whatever chance us white folks had, he had none. He argued with O’Donnell a few times and finally he convinced O’Donnell he could lead us out of danger. He was a fine man, a brave one.” Cookie wiped what looked suspiciously like a tear from his eye.

      He slurped some coffee before continuing with his story. “He did, too. We got back behind Union lines. We even found some food and cooked us up a celebration. Then a gunshot rang out. We—that is, most of us—assumed it was a sniper. It got O’Donnell. Shot right through his foot.”

      Mick looked so confused, Colin had to explain.

      “But it wasn’t a sniper. Karl saw Thomas shoot himself and confronted him. Thomas shot him. When John Brisbane, a white soldier from my company, challenged him, he shot him, too.”

      “But why shoot himself when the danger had passed?” Mick asked.

      “Who knows what was going through his head? O’Donnell was on the edge, had been for months. He’d done some bad stuff before—been too strict with the men, punished them dreadfully. Doc here had to sort out a few men who had been punished so badly they needed doctoring.”

      “I should have talked Thomas into going on leave. I should have written him up,” Colin said, stirring his coffee.

      “He wouldn’t have it. He thought it would make him look like a coward. Nothing else seemed to matter to that devil other than how he looked to others,” Cookie spat.

      “But why shoot himself? Was he trying to kill himself?” Mick asked, looking more than a little bemused.

      “No, Mick, a shot like that meant, that for him, the war was over. He could go home. But instead of a coward, that low down dirty dog was feted a hero.” Cookie held the coffee cup as if it were a man’s neck, squeezing hard. “We only heard later he had blamed Doc for the murders. He had no reason to say anything about what happened. Still don’t understand why he did.”

      “I guess he thought I’d die in Andersonville. I wouldn’t be around so it didn’t matter. Most of the men who served with him didn’t live out the war,” Colin suggested.

      “But you were on your way to prison when those men were killed. Why didn’t you tell anyone?” Mick asked.

      “I didn’t know anything about it. I was sick after the war, Colleen had got married while I was in Andersonville, my father was dead. There was no reason for me to go back to Boston. The first thing I knew about any of it was when Cookie mentioned the wanted posters and then I saw a copy Draven had.” Colin went silent for a while and then said “John Brisbane’s father wants to see me hang. John was his only son. I don’t believe he will ever let it go. Can’t blame him, either. John was a fine man and an excellent soldier. I was honored to have him serve under me and devastated to hear how he died.”

      Cookie had been the one to warn him about the existence of the bounty poster. He hadn’t seen it until Draven produced it a while after he’d saved the sheriff’s life. Draven had torn it up. Both understood it was payment for Colin saving his life. Whether Draven believed him to be guilty of murder wasn’t something Colin wanted to think about.

      “But why didn’t you tell?” Mick asked. “Why not clear your name when you came back?”
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      “I’ve been asking him that same question every year but I never get a proper answer,” Cookie grumbled. “I could have found witnesses to prove those men were shot after Doc got taken prisoner.”

      Colin took a big gulp from his cup. “What was the point? I was nobody and Thomas O’Donnell is a powerful man. What’s more, he was my best friend. If I destroyed him, I would destroy his family. People I loved. My own family was gone. I did what I had to do.”

      “But what of his sister–the one you were engaged to?”

      “She married someone else.” Colin had been hurt at the speed with which Colleen had married but now he realized it was his pride that had been hurt, not his heart. He had never felt the way about Colleen that he now felt for Cara. Colleen may have set his pulse racing but at that age, any girl could have achieved the same result.

      If he were honest, he’d found Colleen rather boring. All she was interested in was what dress she was wearing, how she looked and what society thought of her. She’d wanted him to become an eminent surgeon. Cara, on the other hand, was intelligent. She could hold a conversation and didn’t seem the slightest bit concerned about the latest fashions in Paris. She was honest and trustworthy, wore her heart on her sleeve and…

      “So you ain't had any contact with the family since and now his baby sister has turned up to marry you?” Mick asked his question, dragging Colin back to the kitchen and the conversation.

      “That’s about the sum total of it,” he confirmed rather shortly.

      “What a mess,” Mick said.

      “That’s an understatement if ever I heard one,” Cookie remarked.

      “You will just have to send her back,” Mick said, standing up to collect the coffee cups.

      “Can’t do that. He has to marry her.”

      “What?” Both Mick and Colin responded to Cookie’s declaration.

      “You can’t let her go back to Boston, can ye? She tells O’Donnell and he’ll have the law on you. You know that just as sure as I do. Ain’t nobody going to believe us now. Too many years gone by. We should have come forward before.”

      “Don’t you think I know that, Cookie? But who would they have believed, the drunk or the drug addict?” Colin growled, finally losing his temper. Stunned silence greeted his outburst. Colin buried his head in his hands. After a couple of minutes, he looked up at Cookie. “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”

      “You spoke the truth. But I ain't a drunk no more and you ain’t taking that stuff. We both came through and got our lives back. O’Donnell can’t destroy that again. I won’t stand by and let him do it this time.” Cookie’s determined expression showed he meant every word.

      “O’Donnell wouldn’t do anything. He’d be risking too much, wouldn’t he?” Mick sounded doubtful.

      “Not a risk I’d want to take. Marry the girl and stay in Noelle. No good will come of bringing the whole sorry subject to light now. Should have fixed it when the war ended. Like I told ya to,” Cookie mumbled.

      “I was sick of the killings. We all were. I thought that time of my life was finished.” Colin looked at his coffee.

      “It was until you agreed to get married. What did I tell ya? Women are nothing but trouble. You hear that, Mick? Don’t you be getting any ideas of tying yourself to a piece of skirt. Be like me and stay single. You’ll be much happier.”

      “What are you going to do?” Mick asked Colin, ignoring Cookie.

      “I don’t know, Mick, and that’s the honest truth.”
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      Cara had to get outside for a walk. Every night she had been leaving a small amount of food in the shed and this was the first morning it had still been there when she came downstairs.  She couldn’t understand what had happened.  Had the boys been scared off? Worse had they been in an accident? Were they sick?

      She was so frustrated she didn’t know anything about them. It was not as if she could ask if anyone had seen a pair of starving children. From the little she had witnessed of this town, there were quite a few families surviving on very little.

      Meanwhile the brides were discussing their dresses. She had never been interested in fashion. When her sisters were oohing and aahing over patterns and dresses, she was outside looking after animals or walking. Often she would sneak away from her mother and disappear for hours, her only company being a good book. The other brides were nice, but being surrounded by a group of excitable women was proving to be too much. She couldn’t hide away with a book this time but there was nothing to stop her from taking a walk. She could explore the town of Noelle a little more.

      She hadn't been walking long before she wondered if she’d made a mistake. There were very few women about and although the men she met were friendly, a few had been rather too friendly. She kept walking as near to the storefronts as possible. After a little while, she spotted Colin moving toward her from the opposite direction. She studied his face. He looked lost–a bit like a child who had been punished for something he hadn't done.

      Cara’s heart melted. She wanted to take him home, cook him a decent meal and see he got a good night’s sleep. He could do with a shave and a haircut, too. He’d look more like a doctor then. Now he looked like a man on the run. But that’s what he was, wasn’t he?

      “Cara, what are you doing outside walking alone? This isn't Boston.”

      “I know my geography, thank you very much,” she snapped back, annoyed at him for being a man on the run and not just Colin.

      “Don’t be spiky, Cara. I’m serious. The men up here in the mountains, while they may be good men at heart, haven't seen a decent single woman in a long time. They may say anything. You heard the remarks they made to the bride before the Reverend got married on Christmas day.”

      Cara’s cheeks reddened at the memory of what some of the miners had said to poor Felicity. Not that Felicity seemed to care. She was such a strong lady. Her stories of fighting for women’s rights had mesmerized Cara.

      “Where were you going?” she asked trying to change the subject.

      “I just came back from seeing your friend, Molly.”

      “Molly? Is she alright?”

      “She is now, thanks to Storm’s quick thinking. She almost froze to death. You women have no idea what to expect from our climate up here in the mountains.”

      He was right but she wasn’t about to admit it. “I’m glad Molly’s groom to be, looked after her.” Oh, what was it about Colin that always got her temper going? She tried to modulate her tone. “I best get back to La Maison.”

      “Seeing you have walked this far already, would you like to see my house?” Colin asked, a rather hopeful expression in his eyes.

      “You mean the doctor's office?”

      “No, I mean my house. I tend to stay in town at the office in case of emergencies. There’s no real attraction in going home to an empty house. But…” It was Colin’s turn for his cheeks to turn red.

      “But if you had a wife, you might have reason to live in it,” Cara said bluntly.

      Colin grinned. “You always did say what you thought. I’m glad you didn’t grow out of that attribute. Shall we?”

      “I don’t think Mrs. Walters would like me going visiting with you to an empty property.” Cara stalled, not wanting to admit she didn’t trust herself to be alone with him.

      “Mick and Cookie are there. We won’t be alone.”

      “Cookie? Is he a dog?”

      Colin laughed. “No, he’s a man. He was a soldier in my unit in the war. Mick is his friend, about your age. They are nice men but you might find them a little rough around the edges. Cookie does make good coffee, though.”

      Cara found herself agreeing, intrigued by the idea of meeting friends of Colin. He walked at her pace, the skirts of her gown combined with the snow limiting her progress.  They walked back past Cobb’s Penn opposite the saloon and then down to the livery. Taking a left turn, eventually, they came to a rather large log cabin just outside the main town area.

      “Is this it?” she asked, wonder making her voice a little squeaky.

      “Yes. Big, isn’t it? I didn’t build it myself. I bought it from someone who decided Colorado wasn’t for him.”

      “How could anyone not want to live up here? It is so beautiful with the mountains. The trees look like Christmas trees glistening on the sides and they smell so good. I love it already.” Cara fell silent with embarrassment. She had said enough.

      Colin pretended he hadn't noticed her embarrassment, for which she was grateful.

      “You haven't seen it yet at its true beauty. Wait until the spring comes and the snow recedes. You’ll see the flowers and the animals. It’s like a scene from a book.”

      Colin opened the door, before standing back to allow to Cara enter first. Colin shouted for Mick and Cookie, she guessed to give them warning he had a guest with him.

      The inside of the house was even more beautiful than the outside.

      “The man who built this must have put a lot of thought and care into it,” Cara remarked as she took in the wooden floor, and the beautifully carved staircase leading upstairs.

      “They say he built it for his bride to be but she never made it to Colorado. Died in a train wreck.”

      Cara swallowed, her heart full of sympathy for a man she’d never met. It was obvious he had taken time and care preparing the house for his bride. It may lack a woman’s touch but with a little love and attention, it could become a beautiful home once more. She walked through, imagining how she could add improvements to it. She was so caught up in her imagination, Colin had to call her name a couple of times.

      “This here is the kitchen. I got indoor plumbing. I know that is a real luxury, although I don’t think Cookie appreciates it.”

      Cookie was standing staring at her, an unfriendly expression on his face. She held her hand out to him but he turned his back on her.

      Colin’s cheeks flushed.

      “I guess you both want coffee. I got some on the boil. It should be all right but maybe the miss wants me to start over with a new pot,” Cookie said in a goading manner, almost as if he were intentionally being rude.

      Indignation caught a hold of Cara’s temper. “Don’t put yourself out on my account. I don’t need coffee. I was just leaving.” She turned so quickly she walked straight into another man’s chest, almost knocking him over.

      “Sorry, Miss. I wasn’t expecting you to turn. I’m Mick Quinn.” The younger man held out his hand to her. He wasn’t the best looking man she had ever seen but he had warm eyes and a nice smile.

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Mick said warmly. A bit too warmly, but perhaps he was trying to make up for the older man’s rudeness.

      “Nice to meet you, too, Mr. Quinn. My name is…”

      “O’Donnell. Aye, we know. Now you said you were leaving.”

      Cara’s mouth opened and shut again at Cookie’s rudeness while the two other men called his name.

      “Cookie, this is my house and Cara is my guest. If you can’t be pleasant you should be the one leaving,” Colin said, taking a step toward Cara, his stance protective.

      Cookie flung the coffee cups on the table. “My pleasure. I ain't staying anywhere near an O’Donnell.” And then he was gone, banging the door behind him.

      Cara’s feet sagged and she wished she were sitting down. Colin must have noticed as he reached for her and half swung, half carried her into a chair. “Sit down. I’ll get you a glass of water.”

      “I am sorry about Cookie, Miss Cara. He’s normally a nice man. Bit rough around the edges but he has a heart of gold.”

      “If you say so, Mr. Quinn.” Cara didn’t want to be rude but the thought that ignorant bear had a heart, never mind a good one, was too far-fetched to be true.

      “Mick is right. Cookie would do anything for his friends. That’s part of the problem, he is a little protective.”

      “He thinks you need protecting? From what?” As the two men stared at her, her mouth opened in an O shape but nothing came out.

      Mick limped to the table and took the chair opposite her, leaving Colin the chair beside her.

      “Cookie saved my life, Miss Cara, and he’s been like a father to me ever since. I swear I have never seen him behave so badly, I am sure he will apologize to you later.”

      “Why does he hate me so much? Is he like this with all women? It seemed more personal than that.”

      An awkward silence filled the room. Cara looked from Colin to Mick and back to Colin again.

      “It's not you he hates,” Colin explained.

      “But he said, O’Donnell…” The pieces of the puzzle started to come together. “He knew my brother, didn’t he?”

      Both Mick and Colin suddenly found the floor very interesting.

      “Colin, talk to me.”

      “I think it’s best if we get you back to Mrs. Walters. She’s probably very concerned about you. You went for a walk by yourself and it's getting rather dark outside.” Colin’s face was red with discomfort.

      Cara looked out the window, pointedly staring at the daylight.

      “You’re right, Colin, those clouds look like snow. Likely to be a heavy shower shortly. You shouldn’t want to get caught out in it, Miss Cara. It was lovely meeting you. I…well, I’m sorry about…you know.”

      And Mick was gone, leaving Cara and Colin alone. Colin stood up, holding Cara's coat for her. “Come on, we best get you back to La Maison des Chats.”

      “I want to talk to that man Cookie. He has to tell me what he has against my brother. He obviously hates him and I want to know why.”

      “Leave it, Cara.”

      “But…”

      “Leave it alone, Cara. I mean it. Cookie went through a horrendous time in the war. We all did.”

      “You mean Mick was injured in the war? But he’s only a little older than I am.

      “Yes, he was injured at Atlanta. Saved by a union surgeon who then gave him back into Cookie’s care. Those two have been inseparable since. I guess each makes up for the family they both lost. Now come on, let's get you home before the snows come.”

      They walked back to La Maison des Chats in uncomfortable silence. Once they got to the door, Cara turned to Colin, “Thank you for taking me to see your home. It is beautiful. And I am sorry about your friend. I can't imagine what Thomas did but I apologize on his behalf, too.”

      She immediately knew she’d said the wrong thing. He looked absolutely furious. He gripped the top of her shoulders, not tight enough to hurt her but enough so she couldn’t move away.

      “No, don’t ever say that again. You are not responsible for your brother. You are innocent, Cara. Stay that way.” Then he let her go and he was gone. He didn’t wait for her to close the door.
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      Colin walked slowly toward his office, the lunch Cookie had provided for him in his hand, his thoughts on La Maison—or, more specifically, on Cara. He’d kicked himself for introducing Cara to Cookie. He should have made certain the older man would be nice to her. He knew Cookie was bitter but he hadn’t realized how deep that bitterness ran until he saw his reaction to Cara.

      Deep in thought, he heard the screams before he saw the commotion outside the Golden Nugget. Running, he grabbed Seamus Malone’s arm just as he was about to belt a young boy.

      “Seamus, what are you doing? He’s just a child.”

      “Doc, a child he might be but Jude’s a thieving little varmint. What do you expect from a tribe like the O’Malleys?” Seamus said.

      “Where’s your Christian charity? You know Jude’s pa lost his arm in the last mine cave-in. Fergus was a good customer of yours prior to that, if memory serves me right,” Colin said.

      Seamus’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “What do you want me to do, Doc? I ain’t got the money to feed the O’Malleys.”

      Colin ignored Seamus. He gestured to the boy to come closer, holding out his packed lunch. The boy’s eyes darted from left to right, obviously torn between coming closer in the hope he would get some food and fearing a beating. The need for food won out.

      “Here boy, get that down you. Eat it slow. You don’t want to chuck it back up.”

      The boy gulped the sandwich despite Colin’s instructions. Colin couldn’t blame him. He knew from experience what it was like to be so hungry you could eat your own shoe leather. If you still had shoes.

      “Boy, why are you foraging in the bins? Where’s your ma and pa?” Colin asked.

      “Pa’s real sick and ma’s having a baby. The others are either sick or gone.”

      “Gone? What do you mean gone?”

      The boy shrugged his shoulders. “Paddy and Sean took off a few days ago. Said they was going to get dinner fit for Christmas. They were supposed to bring back a fat turkey or a small deer. Only they never came back. The young’uns won’t stop crying. I had to get out.”

      Young’uns—the boy couldn’t have been more than six or seven. Colin looked to Seamus but the bartender had turned his back. There was no help coming from that quarter. Seamus was usually the first to help. He must be in a stew over something more than a few missing loaves of bread.

      “What’s your name again?”

      “Jude, Doc Deane. Ma said she named me for the saints of lost causes.”

      Colin hid a grin. The boy didn’t look at all like a saint. He had a mass of dirty curls sitting above a face that hadn’t seen a washcloth this side of Christmas. He had a cheeky look about him. Poor child also had all the marks of bad nutrition. He was small for his age, his bony arms and legs sticking out of his body.

      “How sick is your pa?”

      “Real sick. He wasn’t able to beat the others for crying.”

      Doc put his arm around Jude’s shoulders, trying to ignore the flinch the boy made as if he expected to be hit. “Come on, Jude, let’s get back to my office. I need my bag. We’ll stop at the store, too, and buy some food to bring back to the others.”

      “Why are you helping us? What you want in return?” Jude asked, looking at Colin suspiciously.

      “Nothing. I’m a doctor. It’s my job to help people.”

      “My pa says nobody ever helps someone for nothing. They always want something.”

      Colin didn’t want to criticize the boy’s pa, but neither did he want to lose time by arguing with the child in the cold.

      “Tell you what, son. Why don’t I help you today and then next week if the weather is a bit warmer, you can come into town and help me.

      “With what? I ain’t a doctor.” The boy stood his ground, staring up at Colin, disbelief and mistrust coming out of him in waves.

      “Not yet, but maybe you could be when you’re older. You look strong enough to rub down my horse. And she just had a foal, which takes a lot of rearing. I also have a couple of small chores around the house. You could collect some wood for the fire, that type of thing.”

      The boy spat on his hand and held it out to Colin. “You got a deal, Doc.”

      Colin grimaced but took the child’s hand anyway. If being in prison had taught him anything, it was that self-worth was the most important thing a man could have. Once you lost that, there was no hope for you.

      “Let’s get you home, son, before your ma starts worrying.”

      Jude took his hand as they walked back to the office to collect his bag and then onto the mercantile. Colin ran through a list of things he could bring with him. Fay would have been ideal but she was recovering. What would he do if she became ill and he wasn’t in town? He looked at the child beside him. He was sure Woody or someone else could look after the horse. This boy and his family needed his help and he wasn’t going to let them down.
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      Cara walked back and forth across the room.

      “You’ll wear a hole in the carpet at this rate. What are you pacing for?”

      “Sorry. I thought Colin might call today and he hasn’t turned up.” Cara immediately regretted being honest as Jolie smiled nastily.

      “You worried something happened to him? I’d say he saw sense and just ran off.”

      Cara turned on their visitor who seemed to be spending all her time in La Maison when it had been arranged for the old occupants to move somewhere else. “Why do you have to be so mean all the time? I haven't done anything to you.”

      “I ain't mean, kid, just realistic. Wait till you have a few more years on you and you will be just like me.”

      Cara walked over to the pegs where the coats were hanging. “I will never be as mean-spirited as you. Never.”

      Throwing her coat around her shoulders, Cara stepped outside, slamming the door shut behind her. The sound of Jolie’s laughter rang in her ears. Pearl said Jolie had her reasons for being so nasty but honestly that woman was more than she could bear.

      She walked down the street. Where would she go now? She hadn't really thought this through. If she called to the doctor's office it would look like she was chasing Colin. But what else could she do? She was so caught up in her thoughts she walked straight into Seamus, sweeping just outside the saloon.

      “Ouch. In all tarnation what the hel…oh, it’s you. Pardon me, Miss Donnelly.”

      The man’s cheeks turned red as he realized he had been about to curse at a lady. He held onto his snow shovel as if it were the only thing keeping him standing.

      “Sorry, Mr. Malone. It was my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      “No harm was done. A dainty thing like you couldn’t hurt a fly.” Seamus gestured to the snow pile. “Not sure why I am even trying to clear a path. That sky is heavy with another snowfall due any time now.”

      Cara giggled, causing the man to frown.

      “What? You laughing at me?”

      “Sorry. No, sir, but it’s just that you called me dainty. Nobody ever said that before. Usually, they say I could fall over my own feet.”

      At the incredulous look on his face, Cara explained. “You know, with me being so tall and that. Her voice tapered off as the man kept frowning. “I will be on my way. Sorry again for having disturbed you.”

      “I don't know what’s got into people today. Between you and Doc Deane, I ain't a hope of getting any work done. I may just have to drink my own profits.”

      Colin? He’d been in the saloon. This early?

      “What are you looking at me like that for? I ain't started drinking, I just said I had a mind to.”

      “No, it's not that. You said something about the doctor. I was hoping to speak to him.” Cara’s cheeks flushed at the knowing glance Seamus sent her.

      “You will have a job finding him. He went off with the O’Malley boy. Jude says his ma and pa are really sick. The whole lot of them. God help Doc as he'll need it. I told him to leave them be.”

      “Why?”

      “They don’t have a dime between them. Owe money at every place in town you can think of. Too busy having more babies.”

      “Mr. Malone, that’s hardly any of our business.” Cara’s cheeks were flushed with the embarrassment of discussing such a subject with a stranger.

      “Doc Deane should know better than to get involved. There’s a whole passel of O'Malley's. Thirteen at the last count. He’ll be lucky to get back to town by New Year’s Eve at this rate. They won't be able to pay him, either. Stupid eejit will probably end up getting sick and dying if what they got is catching.”

      Seamus hit his shovel against the door, dipped his head and disappeared, leaving Cara staring after him. She wondered what had put him in such a bad mood. He had seemed like a genial chap when she met him on previous occasions. It couldn’t be the thought of Colin putting himself in danger, could it?

      Colin dying? They couldn't be that seriously ill, could they? He was an intelligent man. He wouldn’t put himself at risk. He was a doctor. He would have to help them. He couldn’t ignore a sick adult, never mind sick children. Colin wouldn’t have thought about their ability to pay.

      How on earth would he cope alone with so many? He should have some help. But who could she ask? The streets were almost deserted, everyone in town busy with their own problems. Christmas may be a time to be merry in the story books but in reality, most people were just scraping by. Certainly in this town.

      Cara took a step in the direction of La Maison. Maybe Jolie would help her? Or some of the other brides? As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she dismissed it. Jolie wouldn't lift a finger and it wasn’t fair to ask the other brides to put themselves at risk. What if it was contagious, or deadly?

      Cara stood there biting her lip. She couldn’t ask anyone else, yet she couldn’t leave Colin alone. He’d need help. She might not know much about doctoring but she knew a bit about nursing and a lot about how to look after children. There were two people who would help. She picked up her skirt and hurried in the direction of Colin’s home. Arriving breathless, she knocked briskly on the door.

      “Where’s the fire? Oh, it’s you. He ain’t home,” Cookie snarled, almost shutting the door in her face.

      “Colin needs help.”

      Cookie pulled her inside, not roughly but none too gently, either. “What do you mean he needs help? What’s happened to him?”

      Cara was finding it difficult to breath. Wearing a corset and running were not a good combination.

      “Cookie, quit shouting at me. Colin has gone to see the O’Malleys. They’re sick. Fever. Seamus…”

      “I’ll go see Seamus and find out what needs to be done. You best get back to the other brides. No sense in you making yourself ill running about the town.”

      Although his words were gruff, Cookie seemed to have thawed slightly. She gave him her best smile but it didn’t have any effect.

      “Thank you for your help. Seamus said the family were starving. Perhaps you could bring some food with you.”

      “Aye, I know what to do. I been dealing with trouble since you were a twinkle in your pa’s eye. Now go home or Doc will kill me.”

      Cara turned and went to leave. On impulse she gave the older man a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for helping him.”

      “That’s what real friends do, lady. They look out for one another, not stab each other in the back.”

      Cara didn’t respond. Why did she think a quick smile was going to mend fences destroyed almost ten years previously?
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      As Cara picked up her skirt and hurried in the direction of La Maison, she spotted the livery. She stopped. If Cookie was going to speak to Seamus and then go to the store, it would be a while before he got to help Colin. But there was nothing holding her in town. Maybe she could rent a small sleigh. She’d need directions to the O’Malley house.

      At first glance, it seemed the livery was deserted but then an older man came toddling out.

      “Mighty cold day for you to be out and about, young lady.”

      “I came to see if I could rent a small sleigh, Sir. I need to go to the O'Malley homestead. Do you know it?”

      “Name’s Ezra, not Sir. Not sure I’d call it a homestead, ma’am. More like a shack out near the mine. What do you want with them? Not the type of family your sort would normally associate with. You best be off back to where you came from. Inside, warm and dry.” He made to shuffle off.

      Cara stood taller. She was sick of people telling her what she should and shouldn't do.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Ezra, but I intend on visiting the O’Malley household. So if you don’t mind, can you please tell me if you have a rig available? Otherwise, I will walk.”

      He gave her footwear a significant look before returning his gaze to her face. “It’s plain Ezra not Mr. I got a wagon Daniels could rent you but you don’t look strong enough to manage it.” At the mutinous look on Cara's face, he added, “What about a horse? You a good rider?”

      “Yes, sir, I mean Ezra. My father put me on a horse before I could walk.”

      “Old Samson over there, he’s a steady one. You’ll be safe with my horse. But are you sure you wouldn’t be best off going back to your house and staying by the fire? You’re one of them brides, ain't you? You don’t know nothing about our Colorado weather.”

      “No Ezra, I don’t but I do know I have to go to the O'Malleys’ and I have to visit today.” Cara stroked the horse’s face. “I don’t have my purse but I assure you Doc Deane will settle my account. Thank you for Samson. Can you help me up?”

      The man grumbled, but he helped her as he gave her detailed instructions on how to find the O’Malleys’.

      “You listen to me, girl. I is old enough to be your grandpappy. If you see any sign of snow, you turn around and get yourself back to Noelle. Did you hear me? This here territory, I mean state, is no place for a little lady like yourself to be playing around.”

      Cara bit her lip. She knew he was trying to be kind but she didn’t like that he was treating her like a child. With a few words whispered into the horse's ear, she turned back to the man and gave him her promise and her thanks, and then she was off.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thankfully, Samson was an obedient horse and she hadn't any problems managing him. She hadn't been lying—her father had taught her to ride from a young age but side saddle was what she was used to. Trying to ride astride in a skirt was a challenge, but she found she enjoyed the feel of being more in control of the horse. The day was cold but there was no sign of more snow. The air was crisp and refreshing. It was so liberating being away from the town—the curious stares of the residents and the worries of the other brides over the future. Even those who had married and seemed happy must be concerned whether the town would get the railroad or not.

      The snow was deep in places but Samson seemed used to it. She let him take his own pace, not wanting to risk injuring the horse.

      As she rode, Cara allowed her thoughts to dwell on Colin. Taking himself off to help a family who needed him was just what the Colin she had known as a child would do. He wouldn’t care whether they could pay his bill or not. All he would care about was making them better.

      How could a murdering, cowardly deserter turn his back on his friends yet race to help a family of strangers? Well, they might not be strangers to Colin. After all, he had lived in Noelle since shortly after the war ended. But then she hadn't noticed him being particularly friendly with anyone, apart from Cookie and Mick.

      Samson grunted, bringing Cara back to the present. Up above lay a house–even from this distance she could see it was worn down and beaten-up. She patted the horse reassuringly on the side before she rode up slowly. The door opened as she came closer. Two boys, aged about six and seven, came up to the horse, their faces lacking any sign of welcome. She thought she recognized them as the boys who had hid in the shed on Christmas day but she couldn’t be certain. They didn’t seem to recognize her.

      “What you doing here? We ain't got nothing for ya.”

      She gulped at their reaction. She was tempted to return to Noelle. But thoughts of Colin made her stay. “I am looking for the O’Malleys’? Is this the right house?”

      “Nope. You can keep on riding.”

      “Jude O’Malley, lying’s a big sin. Ma said so.”

      An older girl took a swipe at the boy's head but missed. She rubbed her nose in her sleeve before looking back at Cara.

      “What you want, ma’am? Jude wasn’t lying when he said we ain’t got nuttin'.”

      Cara fought the urge to turn back. The child in front of her was dirtier than any she had ever seen. Her dress was so short, it was almost indecent. She could do with a bath and if Cara wasn’t mistaken, her hair was moving with a life of its own. Cara swallowed hard, about to apologize and turn, when she heard his voice.

      “Cara, what in God’s name are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

      “No. When you didn't turn up this morning I went to find you and so the bar man said you had gone to help someone and I thought—well, I…maybe I could help too.”

      “Thank you but you need to leave now.” Colin took the reins and led the horse a little way from the house. “There’s fever in the house. I don’t know what type. Looks like Fergus won’t last much longer and Ellen, their ma, is in labor. I can’t put you at risk.”

      “You can't do everything yourself. You need some help.”

      “The older kids will help me.”

      “That girl is about nine. From the look of her, she isn't much good at looking after herself, never mind anyone else. I’m not leaving you.”

      “Cara, I am ordering you to go back to Noelle. Now.”

      Cara took her feet out of the stirrups. “You can't order me around. You are not my father, my brother or my…” She was about to say husband but she couldn’t. “I am staying here whether you like it or not. Those children need our help. Now, make yourself useful and show me where to put Samson.”

      “Cara, what do you know about doctoring?”

      “Not much, but I know more about children than you do. I worked as a nurse in Denver and as a maid at the orphanage back in Boston. Now, are you going to stand there wasting time or are we going to get this done?”

      She saw the look of admiration in his eyes before it was gone, replaced with one of acceptance. He held out his arms to help her down from the horse.

      “Jude, look after Samson. Mary, show Miss O’Donnell around.”

      He stamped back into the house, his anger at her lack of obedience evident for everyone to see.

      “Wouldn't like to be in your shoes, lady. He’s so angry, he may just beat you when you get back to town.” The boy called Jude spoke, looking at Doc Deane.

      “Don’t be cheeky, Jude. A gentleman never hits a lady,” Cara reprimanded the young boy.

      “Pa hits Ma all the time. He says it keeps her in line.”

      Cara opened her mouth to reply but shut it just as quick. She wasn’t about to get the children on her side by criticizing their pa. Although if Mr. O’Malley got the urge to bring her into line, she would slap his face for him. See how he liked it.

      Jude was still staring at her.  “Well?” she asked.

      “Why did you help those boys?  My friend told me you gave them food. Why?”

      Cara bit her cheek in an effort not to smile at the boy. “I thought your friends may be hungry. It’s Christmas time.  The season of goodwill. A time to be nice to everyone.”

      Jude didn’t answer her but stood scratching his head. She itched to do the same.  These children needed a good wash but first she had to see what awaited her inside.
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      Cara followed Mary into the house, taking off her coat as she walked through the door. She came to a sudden stop at the sight that greeted her. Not only were there more children in various states of undress, but everything in the house was covered with the same coating of dirt. The sink was full of dirty water with congealed fat floating on top, and more dirty dishes piled up on the floor beside it. The stove was black with grease and the kitchen table—it was covered in things that moved. Cara shrunk back from the task in front of her. No wonder the family was ill.

      Mary didn’t seem to notice her reaction. She had picked up a toddler who was screaming loudly.

      “Mary, are you the eldest?” Cara asked the girl, speaking loudly so she would hear her over the screams of the baby.

      “Yes, Miss. Well, eldest girl. Abe is fifteen. He’s out in the barn. I don’t know where Sean and Paddy—they are fourteen—have got to. I is thirteen this coming March. The other twins are next to me. They is sick in bed. Doc moved them to the floor in ma’s room.” The girl gave a quick glance at the closed bedroom door and continued. “Then there is Peter, Fergus Junior, Jude–that’s him you met outside. Sammy is in bed, this one is Rachel, and I think Charlie is in the outhouse.”

      There was no way Cara was going to remember all their names. She gave the girl a smile. “When was the last time you all ate?”

      Mary shrugged her shoulders. “Doc Deane brought some food but I ain’t got a chance to start cooking it yet. It’s in those bags over there.”

      Mary indicated a couple of burlap sacks over near the wall. Cara sent a prayer of thanks the girl had more sense than to open the bags in such a dirty space. She turned to hang her coat up on a peg but saw there were none.

      “Fell down a while back. Abe said he’d fix it but he ain't got around to it yet.”

      Cara put her coat gingerly on the back of a chair. She rolled up her sleeves asking Mary if her ma had an apron she could borrow. Mary glanced at the room off the side of the living room.

      “Doesn’t matter, I can do without. Now, why don’t you give the baby a crust of bread to chew on while I get this place sorted out a little.”

      Jude was back and looking at her warily from the front door. “Jude, can you go fetch Abe from the barn. I will need some wood for the fire and also some fresh water,” Cara asked.

      “I ain't doing anything until I get something to eat,” Jude said mutinously.

      “You will be fed when I say so and not before. The sooner you get those chores done the better.” Cara decided she had to start as she meant to go on. If she didn’t sort out this chaos, everyone would end up ill, including her and Colin.

      Jude gave her such a look of hate she thought he was going to defy her, but then he shrugged his shoulders and went out, muttering how Abe wouldn’t like taking orders from no woman. Cara decided she would deal with Abe when she had to.

      There was a bucket of water by the stove, which thankfully had a small fire already lit. She added the last of the wood to the flames before transferring the water to the kettle. It didn't look too clean but it wouldn’t matter. They weren't going to drink it but use it to clean the table. Her stomach heaved on closer inspection. There were insects crawling all over it, nibbling at the congealed fat and other food leftovers. Taking a deep breath, she rummaged around the kitchen but she couldn't find a cloth. Turning her back to the children, she lifted her skirts and tore off some of her petticoats. It was cleaner than anything else in the house and would have to do. She scrubbed down the table with the hot water from the kettle before refilling the kettle with clean water. She would give the table a final scrub before she turned her hand to the dishes in the sink.

      There was no sign of Abe but Jude had returned with some chopped wood and some more water. Mary hung about, looking at Cara.

      “Mary, can you check with Doc Deane and see if he needs anything, please? Can you tell him we will have lunch in about an hour?”

      At the promise of food, a number of the children grinned up at Cara. She had to wipe a tear from her eye. How could anyone let their family end up in such a sorry state?

      She plunged her hands back into the hot water and washed the dishes. Only once everything was clean could she prepare a meal. As she worked, she thanked God for her experiences at the orphanage. Prior to working there, she hadn't a notion of how to cook or clean. Papa had servants and up till she started volunteering, Cara didn’t have to do anything more arduous than sewing and other needlework. She smiled, thinking of her mother’s face if she could see her youngest daughter now. Surrounded by dirty children in a squalid house in the middle of nowhere.

      Colin poked his head out of the bedroom. “Cara, could you boil some water and then allow it to cool. Please. I need to give the patients something to drink.”

      She nodded in reply but didn’t look at him. She heard the door close again. She wondered how bad his patients were but when she caught the look of worry on the younger children’s faces, she decided it was her job to cheer them up.

      She boiled and cooled the water just as Colin had asked before giving it to Mary to take into him.

      She sang as she worked and was rewarded by a couple of the children singing with her.

      “Mary, while I do this, why don’t you take the opportunity to have a bath and change your clothes?”

      Mary just stared at her.

      “What?” Cara said as the girl didn’t move but stood staring back at her.

      “I ain't got any other clothes.”

      Cara stopped working to look at the girl in shock. She could see she had embarrassed the younger girl and could have kicked herself. “Well, never mind. You’ll feel better after you’ve had something to eat.”

      Cara was determined to buy some new clothes for Mary. It wasn’t right for a girl of her tender years to be wearing a dress at least two sizes too small for her. Birdie would help her, she just knew it. Between the two of them, they would make sure all these children were at least decently clothed. She watched as Mary washed her hands and face before she turned her attention to the food.

      “What are you going to cook?” Mary asked.

      Cara straightened. “I hadn't really thought of that. How do biscuits and bacon sound?”

      “With real coffee?”

      “Yes, Jude, with real coffee.” Cara hid a smile.

      “Just wait till Abe hears that. He’ll have to smile then.” Jude was gone before Cara could tell him the meal would take more than a few minutes. She exchanged a smile with Mary before turning her attention to making the batter for the biscuits. It wasn’t the best lunch she could make but it was the quickest, and, seeing how hungry these children were, that was the most important thing. Mary was a quick learner and keen to help, so they had lunch ready in no time at all.
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      Cara insisted all children washed their hands before eating. They couldn’t all sit down as there wasn’t a seat for everyone. Instead of waiting until the younger ones were finished, the older ones had to eat standing up. Cara said grace first before they were allowed take a bite.

      Jude and his younger brothers tried to take some food before the prayer was finished but Abe gave them a rap on the knuckles. Cara didn’t agree with the violence, but a quick look at the young man made her keep quiet. He was different from his siblings. Cleaner, for a start, and he seemed embarrassed to be seen in his surroundings. He was polite, ate nicely and thanked her for the meal she’d made.

      “How’s Ma?”

      “I don’t know, Abe. I haven't had a chance to ask the doc. Do you want me to check?”

      Abe nodded. “I got to finish something in the barn.”

      He was gone before Cara could ask what it was. She looked at the other children. Abe’s question had reminded them of their ma being in childbirth, judging by the worried looks on their faces. Curiously, nobody asked about their pa.

      Cara took a quick gulp of coffee before putting her cup on the table and heading toward the bedroom. She didn’t want the children to know she was terrified of what she might find on the other side of the door.

      She had never seen a dead person before—well, apart from her grandmother, but that had been different. For a start, she had been old and when they were brought in to kiss her at the wake, there had been so many candles around, Cara had closed her eyes and nobody had noticed.

      She knocked on the door and Colin gave her gruff permission to enter. She pushed it open, her hand immediately going to her nose at the stench.

      “How are they?” she asked.

      Colin looked awful. He was so tired, the black hollows beneath his eyes making them look even bluer than usual. He shook his head in answer to her question.

      “Let me look after them for a while. You need something to eat and some rest.”

      “No, Cara. It could be contagious. I won’t have you putting yourself at risk.”

      “If it is, then chances are I have already come into contact with it. Either way, you need a rest. You can’t help anyone if you fall sick yourself. Please, Colin, don’t be stubborn. Go have something to eat.”

      “It’s not seemly. You’re an unmarried lady.”

      “I don’t think poor Mr. O’Malley is in any state to notice, do you?” Cara’s gaze shifted to the one-armed man lying still in the bed. He looked as if he had died already, his breathing so shallow, his skin so pale.

      “Go on, please. The other children need to be examined too. You won’t be able to save anyone if you don’t rest. I will be fine and when Cookie gets here, he can help, too.”

      “You spoke to Cookie?” Colin looked so astonished Cara had to smile.

      “You needed help and I didn’t know who else to ask.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He gave me a lecture about friends not stabbing one another in the back and told me to go home.”

      “I seem to recall telling you to go home, too. But you’re not good at following orders, are you?” he said softly.

      She gulped at what looked like admiration in his eyes and then gave herself a shake. These people needed their focus. What was between them, if anything, could wait until this little family was back on its feet. “Go on, Colin, go have some food and some coffee. It will make you think clearer.”

      Colin gave his patients one last look and then begrudgingly followed her wishes. “Thank you, Cara.”

      She smiled before moving closer to the bed, the warm water slopping over the sides of the bowl.

      “Is it a bath ye be given to me?”

      Shocked the lady could speak, Cara nodded in surprise. “Not a whole bath, but I shall wash your face and hands. It will help you feel a bit better.”

      “How’s my babies?” Ellen tried to get out of the bed but gave up after a failed attempt. “Doc said they are getting better but they is awful quiet.”

      “I am sure Doc knows what he’s doing. I will check on them. You rest.”

      The lady didn’t respond. Perhaps the small bit of talk had exhausted her. Cara checked on the children lying on the pallets on the floor. She wished there was somewhere else for them to sleep but the house was tiny. Ideally, Mrs. O’Malley should not be in labor in the same room as her dying husband.

      At least the children didn’t seem as sick as their parents, although they looked whiter than freshly washed linen. Cara sponged them down, noting how alike they looked. If they were awake, it would be impossible to tell one from the other.

      “The children are fine, Mrs. O’Malley.” She sponged Ellen down as she reassured her, noting how old she looked, yet she couldn’t have been much older than thirty. “You should rest. You’ll need all your strength to birth the baby. And your children will need you too.”

      “It's too late for me, this baby just isn’t comin’. I’m tired out.”

      “No, ma’am, it isn't too late,” Cara whispered. “You got to fight. Those children need someone. I know. I used to work in an orphanage. It's not a place you want someone like Jude to end up in.”

      The woman’s eyes opened with such a look of love, Cara’s tears threatened to overflow. “My Jude, he’s always in trouble. Such a scamp, but he would give you the coat off his back.”

      Cara smiled. “I’m sure, he has a heart as big as the world. You can see it in the twinkle in his eyes.”

      Cara wasn’t at all sure she agreed with what she was saying, but she wanted Mrs. O’Malley to fight. She meant what she said about the orphanage. Although the nuns had done their best, a child deserved to stay with his real folks. With a ma and pa who would love them. Mrs. O’Malley closed her eyes. Judging by her breathing, she was taking advantage of the gaps between labor pains and napping again.
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      Cara wasn’t sure how long she sat by the bed sponging down Mrs. O’Malley. She tried a couple of times with Mr. O’Malley but it only seemed to upset him. So she kept her attentions fixed on the woman as she sensed Mr. O’Malley had already given up.

      After a while, Colin came back into the room, looking a little better.

      “You seem a little refreshed,” Cara said, replacing the blanket over Mrs. O’Malley in order to protect her decency.

      Colin smiled at her, the expression in his eyes making her heart lurch.

      “You make fine biscuits and coffee. Where did you learn to cook?” he asked.

      “At the orphanage where I volunteered. The nuns thought it was important all girls knew the basics regardless of background. They insisted if I wanted to help, I be trained up as a maid. I was completely useless when I first started but I had to learn or they would have sent me home. Guess I learned some useful things.”

      Colin just nodded, looking thoughtful. But he didn’t say anything. Instead, he checked on his four patients.

      “I think the twins are over the worst. Ellen will be fine if she rests and the labor is relatively easy, but I’m not sure about Fergus,” he said.

      “I’m sure he’ll fight to come back to his family, too. He wouldn’t want his wife getting married to another man who would take on the rearing of his children,” Cara said.

      Colin stared at her but didn’t reply. Then Cookie’s voice carried through the window. He seemed to be talking to Mick.

      Colin left the bedroom with Cara following quickly behind.

      “Why did you say that about Fergus? Surely you know he’s dying?”

      “Neither of us know anything of the sort. Whether he lives or dies is God’s choice, but I thought it might help to give him something to fight for.”

      Colin looked at her in astonishment before he started to laugh.

      “What are you laughing at me for? It was your father who told me that the hearing is often the last thing to go. He said he always told new doctors to be careful what they said in front of a patient who seemed to be on his last legs.”

      She could see Colin tried to stop laughing but he couldn’t. Then she started, too. If anyone had asked them why they were laughing, she doubted they would be able to tell them. But it was a good way to diffuse the tensions and strains of what had turned out to be quite a horrible day.

      Cookie and Mick stood, hands on hips, staring at them until the fit of giggles ended.

      “Don’t know what’s going on in there but Seamus thought everyone was starving. He insisted on going to the store with me. Just about bought up everything in sight.” Cookie snorted.

      “Good old Seamus. The bad mood he was in this morning must have passed,” Colin said.

      Cookie called to Abe, Jude and a couple of the other children to help carry the sacks from the wagon. Mary gave instructions on what went where with regard to the house while Abe took some grain and feed to the animals in the barn. Cara nearly cried when she saw the chickens in the back of the wagon.

      “Pearl gave me them. Said scrambled eggs was a good diet for a nursing mother.” Cookie looked so embarrassed, Cara almost felt sorry for him. Then she remembered his attitude toward her earlier.

      “The baby isn’t born yet. Won’t be much longer, although Ellen is already exhausted,” Colin said, a worried expression on his face.

      “Anything else we can do for you, Doc?”

      “No, Mick, but thank you.”
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* * *

      Colin didn’t like the way Mick’s cheeks turned red as Cara smiled at him. His stomach roiled and he knew what was eating him. He was jealous. Plain and simple. What on earth was wrong with him? He had sick patients to tend to and he was standing around here like a love-sick puppy.

      “Colin, don’t you think it would be a good idea for Cookie and Mick to take a couple of the boys back to town? They seem to be very healthy, if a little dirty. The less people in the house, the easier it will be to manage everyone.”

      “That’s a good idea, Cara. The boys need a good bath, Cookie.”

      “Phew, they certainly do. They smell worse than a bunkhouse and that’s saying a lot. How many do you want us to take back with us, Doc?” Mick asked as Cookie stared at Cara.

      “Abe, you and your brother are going back into town to stay in my house for a night or two.”

      “I can’t, Doc. I’m staying right here where Ma needs me. Someone’s got to see to the animals. Send Jude, Peter and Fergus Junior. They’ll behave. They know I’ll clout them one if they don’t.”

      The young boys didn’t seem too reluctant to go with Cookie, not when they heard he’d been a soldier and could cook. “Did you fight any Indians? When I grow up I is going to fight them and kill lots,” Jude chattered away.

      “You too young to be thinkin’ of killin’ anyone.” Cookie reprimanded the youngster, but Colin didn’t think the boy would take any notice.

      “Mick, could you do something else for me, please?”

      “Yes, Miss Cara. What do you need?”

      “Could you go to see Mrs. Peregrine and ask her to pick out two new dresses for me please? For a thirteen-year-old girl, small for her age.”

      “Mrs. Peregrine?” Mick said, looking confused.

      Cara smiled before explaining. “Birdie was one of the ladies who traveled to Noelle with me. She is wonderful with her needle and quick, too. If she doesn’t have suitable dresses, she will make them. Tell her I will pay her later. I will ask Abe to go into town to collect them in a couple of days, assuming the weather is okay.”

      “Sure thing, Miss Cara. Are you staying overnight out here?”

      “Yes,” Cara replied.

      “No,” Colin said at exactly the same time.

      The two looked at each other.

      “Cara, you need to get back to town. People will talk if you stay out here all night,” Colin said.

      “I don’t give a flying pig what people say. Mrs. O’Malley is going to have her baby and with her husband and young’uns sick, you need all the help you can get,” Cara said before turning to the one and only ally she had.

      “That right, Mick?”

      Mick didn’t answer but his neck turned red. Colin knew he wasn’t going to win this battle so turned on his heel to storm inside. He wasn’t out of earshot, though, when he heard Mick say, “Miss Cara, you be the best thing to happen to the doc in a long time. See you tomorrow.”

      “Bye, Mick,” Cara said and, by her tone, Colin could tell she was smiling.
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      Cara watched the little party go until they were out of sight. She hoped the boys wouldn’t be too much of a handful for Mick, although, if she were honest, she did hope they gave Cookie a difficult time. Might teach him a few manners.

      Cara shrugged at the thought of sleeping in what was likely to be a dirty bed, but then the thoughts of being caught out in the snow didn’t appeal either. Then she gave herself a talking to. She had little enough to worry about compared to Ellen, who was fighting for her life and that of her babe.

      She turned toward the house, but instead of going into the kitchen she took a walk out to the barn. She wanted to see if Abe was working on more wood. It would keep the house warm for the patients.

      He didn’t appear to hear her as she entered the barn. He was crying. She walked quietly until she got closer, then made a rather loud noise. She didn’t think he would appreciate her seeing him cry. He rubbed his sleeve across his eyes.

      “Do you have that wood I asked for?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I was just coming in. Had to finish something first.”

      “What are you working on?” Cara asked.

      Abe stood to one side, and it was only then Cara glimpsed the beautifully carved cradle. Her eyes filled with tears as she looked from the cradle back to the boy and back.

      “It’s ma’s birthday on January second. I know Pa won’t have remembered and I didn’t want the day to pass without her having a present. She didn’t get nothing for Christmas.”

      Cara put her hand out, tentatively wondering if he would let her touch it.

      “It’s beautiful. Your ma will be so pleased.”

      “You saw ma? Is she alright? Will she live?”

      “I don’t know Abe. It would be wrong of me to say yes when the real answer is in God’s hands. But she is fighting. She doesn't want to leave you all.”

      “And what about him? Is he gone?”

      Taken aback by the change in his tone, she couldn’t answer but shook her head.

      “I hope he dies. It's all his fault we’re living like this. Ma didn’t want any more babies. She told him she wasn't able to look after the ones we had. He kept drinking. Not listening to her. He’s already promised Mary to one of his cronies and for what? A few bottles of beer. He makes me sick.”

      Cara listened with horror as the boy continued ranting about his father. Mary? She was only thirteen years old. Surely he couldn’t mean what she thought he meant?

      The boy fell silent. Cara gave him a quick hug–it wasn’t appropriate but she didn't care. The boy was hurting.

      “Abe, together we won't let anything happen to Mary, I promise. Now let’s get you back into the house. You need to warm up and I have to get back to the little ones. I need to give them a bath.”

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes. I’ll help ya with the bath. I've done it before for ma.”

      “That would be real nice, thank you.”
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* * *

      It was an exhausting evening but by midnight, all the children had been bathed, scrubbed and deloused. The beds had been stripped, too, and Cara had started on the laundry.

      “Ellen seems to be getting stronger. I don’t know whether it’s my doctoring or your coffee.” Colin smiled the sweetest smile. Cara had to fight every instinct not to go into his arms and kiss him. She focused on the washing instead.

      “Cara, you should get to bed. You’ll be exhausted in the morning.”

      “I will once I get these wrung out. I couldn’t put the children to bed in those covers. Not when they were so clean.”

      He stood at the door. She could feel his eyes watching her. She turned to catch his gaze. “Am I doing it wrong?”

      “What? No, of course not. I was just thinking.”

      “About?”

      “You’ll make someone a wonderful wife and a fantastic mother. I never thought you would have so much patience.”

      “With my red hair?”

      He smiled. “It has nothing to do with your hair but…well, you haven’t always been known for patience.”

      Cara giggled. “I guess that’s true. If I had been a boy, Mama may have called me Jude.”

      They both laughed. He moved closer to her, taking the now dripping sheet from her hands and putting it to one side before pulling her closer.

      “Thank you for today, Cara. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      Embarrassed, and afraid Mary would come and catch them, she moved away. “It was nothing. Anyone would have done the same.”

      “No, they wouldn’t, Cara. It takes a very special person to do what you did today.”

      He bent down to kiss her but his lips landed on her forehead. Like as if he was proud of her rather than romantically interested in her. She tried not to cry, putting down the flood of emotion to tiredness.

      “My goodness, I didn’t realize it was so late. I best get to bed.” She moved so quickly she almost ran out of the door.
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* * *

      Colin sat down, his shoulders slumping, not just with tiredness but with despair. He had hoped working so closely together would have been enough to break through the barriers that had grown between them. But it didn’t seem to be the case.
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          The 6th day of Christmas

        

      

    

    
      
        December 30, 1876

      

      Morning came early as Ellen O’Malley gave birth to another baby girl. The labor, thankfully, was quick and relatively painless. The baby was very small, although it seemed healthy enough. Most surprisingly of all, Fergus O’Malley seemed to be recovering, too.

      “I think I should bring you to all my visits, Cara.”

      “I am glad he is recovering but I want Draven to come and have a word with him before he gets too much better,” Cara said firmly.

      “Draven?”

      Cara told him quietly what Abe had told her the night before. At the look on Colin’s face, she grabbed his arm. “Leave it to Draven.”

      “I’m not going to do anything to him, although I want to beat him senseless. What do you take me for?”

      She didn’t get a chance to answer as with a look of hurt, he went back into the bedroom to check on Ellen.

      She leaned against the door frame. She didn’t think he would hurt Fergus O’Malley because of Colin’s past, but just because any right-minded human being would feel that way towards a man who could treat his own daughter so badly. How could she explain that to Colin? Would his past never leave them alone?

      Cara walked slowly out to the barn where Abe was busy working.

      “Abe, you have a new sister. I think your ma would love to see the present you made.”

      Abe grinned before smoothing down the wood one last time. “Is ma and the baby all right?”

      “Yes, they are.”

      “And him?”

      Cara hated to see the look in his eyes. “Your pa is doing better.”

      Abe didn’t look up but his grin was replaced by a scowl. Cara moved out of his way as he headed to the house, the cradle under his arm.

      She followed, hoping Ellen was awake and well enough to thank her son properly. He may be the eldest but he was hurting and needed his ma.

      She was just in time to see Abe go to his pa’s bed first. She didn’t hear what the boy said but she saw the look on anger on Fergus’s face. The man tried to get up. Cara called for Colin as she rushed to restrain Fergus, but it was too late. His face turned purple as his good hand clutched his chest. He fell back on the bed, his face now ashen.

      Cara turned away, gathering the children who had followed her into the bedroom and ushering them outside, at the same time calling for Mary. Colin passed her in the doorway.

      “What happened to Pa?  Why did he look like that?” one of the boys asked her.

      “Your pa isn’t well love,” Cara couldn’t remember the youngster’s name. “Now I need you to go with Mary, she will take you outside to play for a while. I have to go back to help Doc.”

      The boy nodded, his eyes so wide open they looked too big for his face. She waited until all the remaining children had gone outside with Mary before she turned back.

      Taking a deep breath, Cara walked back into the bedroom. The first thing she saw was the sheet drawn up over Fergus’s body. Abe was on the floor, his head in his hands. Colin was talking softly to Ellen and thankfully the twins were still fast asleep.

      “Abe, come on love,” Cara said quietly, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Come outside. That’s it, walk slowly now, you’ve had a shock.”

      Colin caught her eye and nodded in approval before turning his attention back to Ellen. Ellen called to her son.

      “Abe, my darling boy. The present you made for your sister is mighty fine. She will look like a princess.”

      Abe didn’t seem to register what his ma was saying. The haunted expression in his eyes worried Cara. She moved her arm around his shoulders. “Come on love, let’s get you a hot drink.”

      Abe walked through the kitchen and straight out to the barn.

      “He always goes there when he’s upset. It’s his place,” Mary said as she watched her brother. “He’s sensitive, our Abe. Pa says he’s like a girl inside but that’s just cause Pa is mean.”

      Cara rubbed the girl’s arm tenderly before taking a hot drink out to the barn. She knocked on the door to alert Abe to her presence.

      “I got you a drink, Abe. It will help with the shock.”

      “Don’t want anything. You best call for Draven to come,” he replied.

      “Draven? Why?”

      “I killed pa. I will be locked up.”

      Cara put the drink down and rushed to the boy’s side. “You didn’t kill anyone love. Your pa was sick. He was going to die anyway. You know that.”

      “But you said he was recovering.

      “Sometimes it can look like a patient is getting better but then they take a turn for the worse. Nothing you did made any difference. Your pa would have died whether you were there or not.”

      “You didn’t hear what I said to him.”

      “It doesn’t matter Abe, you didn’t kill him.”

      The boy didn’t seem to be listening. “I told him he should be rotting in hell for what he planned to do. You know, with Mary and the girls.”

      Cara took a deep breath fighting the nausea in her stomach. The girls. Mr. O’Malley had thought about selling all of his daughters. Was that how girls like Jolie, Pearl and the others ended up working in places like La Maison des Chats? She knew she had to be careful. As despicable as Fergus O’Malley might have been, he was still the lad’s father.

      “Abe, you didn’t do anything to your pa. You were angry and you were right to feel that way. You were protecting your sisters like a big brother should.”

      “Do you have a brother?”

      Cara was taken aback. She didn’t want to speak about Thomas but she guessed she had to.

      “Yes, love I do. His name is Thomas.”

      “Did he protect you?”

      Ha! Thomas didn’t protect anyone other than himself.

      “I guess he did what he felt was right.” Cara had to bring the subject back to the O’Malley’s.  “Abe, you are a wonderful son and big brother. Maybe you shouldn’t have said what you did but you didn’t kill your pa. I promise you are not responsible.”
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      Colin stood just inside the barn door listening to Cara talk to Abe. He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop but when he walked into the barn, they didn’t hear him approach. He didn’t want to interrupt what he felt was an important conversation. As he listened to Cara comfort the younger boy, he heard more than she said. Her comments about Thomas were enlightening. As far as he knew, Thomas had never tried to protect Cara. If anything, he had done the opposite. He had used every opportunity to get Cara into trouble with her mother. Yet Cara didn’t say a word of this to Abe. Her loyalty, although misplaced, was commendable.

      Listening to her, he realized what his heart had been telling him all along. She was the perfect wife for a doctor. For him. Full of compassion, empathy and more than a little stubborn and self-determined. She was loyal and caring while also being funny and so very attractive. He wanted to take her in his arms and tell her how much he loved her. How he never wanted her to leave him. He would love and protect her as long as he lived.  But he couldn’t do that. It wasn’t the time.

      He coughed loudly to announce his presence. The pair jumped apart as if they had been found doing something they shouldn’t. Cara’s face was flushed and Abe, his expression was a combination of guilt and fear.

      “Cara, Ellen is asking for you. Could you go in to her please? I want a word with Abe.”

      Cara looked at Abe, uncertainty written all over her face but he nodded. “Be kind to him,” she whispered as she passed by Colin. Just what did she think he was going to do?

      “Abe, your father’s death was a foregone conclusion. His heart was too diseased to fight off the fever. You are now the man of the house. It is a tough burden at a young age but we, everyone in Noelle, will help you.”

      Abe looked at him with disbelief.

      “You mean I didn’t kill him?”

      “No son, you didn’t. It just looked that way because you came in just as he tried to say goodbye to his family.”

      Colin crossed his fingers hoping God would forgive the white lie. But the last thing this family, in particular this boy, needed was to carry any guilt for the death of a monster such as Fergus O’Malley. After Cara told him of O’Malley’s plans, he had been fit to cut the man down himself.

      “Come on son, I need help removing your pa’s body from the bedroom. Your ma, baby sister and the twins need space to recover.”

      “Is ma going to be alright?”

      “Your ma is a strong woman in every sense. She will be just fine now, you mark my words.”

      Colin watched Abe straighten up, he could almost see the weight of guilt fall from his shoulders. “I guess I will go check on ma and then I best get digging a grave.”

      “The ground will be hard due to the weather.  We’ll get help from the village for that.”

      “So will I help you carry pa out here?”

      “Good boy.”

      “Thanks Doc. Your friend Cara is a nice lady too.”

      “That she is.” Colin responded but he was talking to himself. Abe had already left.
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* * *

      Cara sat at the kitchen table drinking some fresh coffee. She should be making dinner or baking so Ellen could rest, but she couldn’t get the strength to stand up. She was so tired but it was a good tiredness. She was upset the family had lost their father, but she couldn’t bring herself to mourn Mr. O’Malley. From what little she knew of the man, he had made his family miserable. At least now Mary and the girls would be safe. Abe should be okay too.

      She looked around at the pristine kitchen. Who’d have known working as a maid in the convent orphanage would have proved so worthwhile? She was exhausted, but for the first time since leaving the orphanage, she felt useful. It was a good feeling and one she wanted to continue having. She could be a part of Noelle’s community, a useful addition to Colin’s life.

      She’d loved being part of Colin’s world, working with him side by side. He was a wonderful doctor not letting his personal opinions impact on the care he provided to his patients. She knew he hated what O’Malley planned to do with his children but he had done as much as possible to make sure his patient survived. It wasn’t his lack of skill that had resulted in the man’s death. She stood up and went into the bedroom where Colin was talking to Ellen.

      Colin looked up, “Cara, it’s time we headed back to town. I’ll be back tomorrow to check on you, Ellen. In the meantime, there is plenty of food. Mary and Abe can cope so you rest as much as you can.”

      “Yes, Doctor. Thank you for everything. I wish I could get to your wedding but I guess I’ll have to wait for the first christening,” Ellen said softly.

      Cara flushed bright red as she waited for Colin’s response, but she waited in vain.  He didn’t say a word in reply but walked out of the bedroom to talk to the children. Cara heard him giving strict instructions that Ellen wasn’t to lift a finger and if they needed him they should come to town immediately.

      “You must think me a wicked woman, Miss Cara.”

      “Why?” Cara asked not hiding her shock.

      “My husband isn’t cold in his grave and I haven’t shed a single tear for him. And I won’t either. That man wasn’t the one I married. I mourned for my real Fergus long ago. That man was evil, he was mean to our children. He led them a dog’s life and his plans… Oh Miss Cara, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you. But now my children are safe. I don’t need to sleep with half an eye open anymore.” A tear rolled down Ellen’s cheek.

      “Shssh now Ellen, you need to rest, don’t be getting worked up.”

      “I’m not crying for him. I’m crying as I should have had the strength to get rid of him when he first turned bad. But he’s gone now. It’s just me and my children.”

      “No, Ellen it isn’t. You’re part of Noelle’s community. Once people hear your husband is dead, I am sure you will be inundated with offers of help. Abe shows real skill with his workmanship. He should be able to earn some money selling the stuff he makes.  Doc Colin will advise him.”

      “He is a fine man, your doctor.”

      Cara looked at Ellen but didn’t respond.

      “I know there’s something not quite right between you but I tell you something, Miss Cara. That man is head over heels in love with you and pardon my bluntness, but you would be a fool to let him go.”

      Cara sighed before giving Ellen a quick hug and the baby a cuddle.

      “Miss Cara, I thought I would name the baby after you. Would that be alright?”

      Cara swallowed hard, her eyes filled with tears. She nodded, unable to speak.

      “Are you coming, Cara?” Colin shouted from outside. Cara gave the baby a quick kiss. She left the room and quickly found Abe so she could hug him too before she left.  “Come and find me if you need anything or if you just want to talk.”

      Abe blushed bright red but nodded his thanks.

      Cara ran outside to where Colin stood waiting with their horses.
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* * *

      Both of them were exhausted as they rode back into town. Colin didn’t have the energy to speak, never mind fight, with Cara and judging by how pale she looked, neither did she. They rode in silence until they reached the livery where they gratefully handed over both horses to be looked after.

      Colin escorted Cara home. “Go to bed and rest. I’ll call tomorrow. We will talk then,” he said, exhaustion making his voice gruff.

      She was obviously too tired to argue as she nodded before going indoors.
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        December 31, 1876

      

      It was late afternoon by the time Colin came back to La Maison des Chats. They sat in the parlor.

      “How are Ellen and baby Cara?” Cara asked him, her heart breaking for him. Judging by the dark circles he had under his eyes, he hadn’t gotten much sleep.

      “I was out there first thing and Abe and Mary had everything under control. It may be an awful thing to say, but the family seems to have come alive. It’s almost as if by Fergus dying, he set them free.”

      Cara could well believe it.  Fergus O’Malley had ruled his wife and children with an iron fist. She hoped they would get over their past and have happy lives ahead of them. Thinking of the past made her brave. She had to find out what had really happened all those years ago. “How come Thomas got away and you were taken prisoner?”

      “Didn’t your brother tell you?” he responded, a guarded expression on his face.

      Cara counted to ten trying not to lose her patience. “He did, but I want to hear your side of the story.”

      “Our platoon was surrounded, or at least we thought it was. We had a scout who told us he had a way out.”

      “The negro you killed?” she asked, gasping at the look her question triggered on his face.

      “I didn’t kill anyone, Cara. Karl, was a freed slave who was one of the most honorable men I ever knew. Some of the men didn’t like him, purely because of his color. They didn’t trust him. Feelings were running high, the men were scared, and they thought he might try to drive us toward the enemy.”

      “Why would a freed slave want to go near the Graybacks?” Cara asked, her bewilderment making her voice squeaky.

      “Exactly, but the men—well, some of them weren't thinking too clearly. Anyway, I believed Karl and ordered the men to follow him. I asked Karl to lead Thomas and his men, too.”

      “Follow Karl? Why didn’t you lead the men? You were their officer.”

      “Yes, but I had wounded men who were relying on me. I couldn’t just leave them.”

      “But the Graybacks would have looked after them. You didn’t have to stay behind.”

      Colin stood and paced a little before answering. His eyes didn’t look at her but seemed fixed on some point in the past.

      “Cara, you have no idea what it was like. Nobody does unless they were there. The Graybacks didn’t have enough to look after themselves, let alone Union prisoners. There were some reports of lynchings and worse. I couldn’t leave my men behind. Karl knew what he was doing. I knew he could lead the others to safety.”

      “So he was alive the last time you saw him?”

      “Yes, he was.”

      “Colin, I want to know. Did this man Karl save Thomas’s life?”

      “Yes, I believe he did.”

      Cara felt the blood rush to her stomach as she found it hard to breathe. She took some shallow breathes but it made the situation worse. He knelt quietly by her side.

      “Put your head between your knees. Now,” he instructed.

      “But it’s…”

      “Darn it, Cara, stop arguing and do as you’re told or you’ll faint.”

      She did as he said. He put a cold compress on the back of her neck which helped some, as did the small cup of water he instructed her to drink slowly.

      Then, sitting down beside her, he took her hand almost absentmindedly.

      “After the healthy men left we were fired upon, although we had put up the white flag signaling our surrender. Early the next morning, we were surrounded by Graybacks. Those that could move were shipped off to Andersonville. Those that couldn’t—well, maybe they were the lucky ones.”

      Cara took a deep breath as she saw the pain on his face matching the torture in his eyes. “You mean your men were killed because they couldn’t move? How horrible.”

      “It was war, Cara. It is horrible. The things men do to each other. But the worst was to come. Andersonville was like hell or what you imagine it to be.”

      “But when you were released, why didn’t you come home and clear your name?”

      “Initially, I wasn’t in a fit state to be seen in Boston. I had to recover and then I had to avenge my men. Wirz, the man in charge of Andersonville, was on trial in Washington. I went to his trial and gave evidence on behalf of all of my fellow soldiers who couldn’t. So many died, Cara, and I did nothing.”

      “I am sure that's not true. I’ve seen you with your patients. You’d do anything for them.”

      “But it wasn’t enough. I couldn't even save Tony from a chill. What sort of doctor was I?”

      Cara wanted to comfort him, to help reassure him he wasn’t responsible for the death of his brother. Tony had been sickly before he had joined the army. After the war, everyone had heard how awful the conditions in Andersonville had been. It was a wonder more didn’t die. The fact some soldiers had survived had been down to men just like Colin. Honorable men who would have done anything to save their brothers in arms even at their own expense. It must have been so hard for Colin to watch Tony. The guilt in his eyes was understandable, even if it wasn’t his fault. No wonder he hadn’t come back to Boston. His father was dead, Tony was dead. Boston would have been full of painful memories.

      “Colin, don’t, please don’t. You are a wonderful doctor. It wasn't your fault Tony died. Nobody blamed you for that.”

      “No, they were too busy accusing me of cowardice and murder. I didn’t kill anyone in cold blood, although I was tempted. There were nasty men on both sides. Some of the Union men in Andersonville behaved worse than the guards. But I swear on my life, Cara, I didn’t murder anyone.”

      “I believe you,” she whispered. “But if you didn’t kill anyone, why would Thomas say you did?”

      Colin looked at his feet. His silence spoke volumes.

      Cara swallowed hard to try to stop nausea from overtaking her.

      “Are you telling me my own brother is a murderer?”

      No answer.

      “Colin, I need to know.”

      “He was my best friend, Cara. I saw him as another brother. So did Tony. He would have been my brother if I had married Colleen. But, war, it changes people.”

      “Thomas wouldn’t. He couldn’t.”

      Colin pushed the chair he was sitting on back as he stood and walked to the window. Cara watched him as her mind went over the previous years. Thomas had returned from the war a different person than the one who went away. Before the war, her brother had been what some had called a lovable rascal. He’d had a reputation as being a bit wild but their father seemed to accept that was part of growing up.

      Cara remembered a couple of servant girls having to leave. She’d never understood why, only to know it had something to do with Thomas. What she did know was her brother had never let anything stand between him and his heart's desire. What he wanted, he took, whether it was his or not.

      But murder? Could he have stooped as low as that? And why blame Colin? His best friend. Not only had he destroyed Colin’s life but almost ruined Colleen's life in the process.

      She looked up to find Colin staring at her as if waiting for her to reach some conclusion.

      “You think he murdered Karl, the man who saved his life.”

      Colin nodded.

      “But why? What reason do you have for believing that?”

      “Nobody needed a reason to believe Thomas. He came back from the war a hero while my father died believing I was a murderer and a coward.”

      Cara winced at the harshness of his tone. Her heart broke for him. “Your father idolized you, Colin, you and Tony. He wouldn’t have believed that.”

      “You’re wrong. Father had the chance to get me out of Andersonville. He had connections, but he did nothing. He left me in that stink hole. He believed every word your darling brother told him.”

      “Oh, Colin, that’s so unfair. I just can't believe it. I won't.”

      “You would rather believe I was the guilty one?”

      “No, of course not. I would prefer to think you were both innocent.”

      “But we weren't, Cara. Two good men died needlessly and, in a way, I was responsible for their deaths. I was the one who asked Karl to lead Thomas to safety. Karl had no love for your brother. I couldn’t bear the thought of Colleen losing her brother as well as her fiancé. Your family had been through enough suffering. But if Karl had left Thomas behind, Karl may have survived the war.”

      “And Thomas may have died. Mama would have died, too. You did what you had to do, Colin. None of this is your fault.”

      “Yet it is me who has the wanted poster following him around. The irony is if it was just Karl who died, I don’t think anyone would have cared.” At Cara’s intake of breath, Colin explained. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but a white man was never going to be convicted of a negro’s murder. That’s just the way it was back then. Maybe it still is today.” Colin took a deep breath, “John Brisbane, another fine soldier, was white. His father is a prominent attorney who has vowed to see me hang.”

      “Hence you became Colin Deane? And you never returned to Boston.”

      “Got it in one. I have no way to prove my innocence. John was his father’s only son. The man is on a mission to see me hang, and I can't say I blame him.”

      “But you’re innocent. You have to clear your name.”

      Colin stared at her. She saw the longing in his eyes. She could tell he wanted to be a free man, desperately. But what was stopping him? The truth finally dawned on her.

      “Thomas. You can’t clear your name without implicating him. He killed both Karl and John Brisbane.”

      “There is no point in discussing this any further. What’s done is done. But you had to know the truth. Now you know the type of man you were going to marry.”

      Cara took a step toward him. “Colin Cowan or Deane, whatever you call yourself. I always knew what type of man you were. Same as your pa did. Underneath, he wouldn’t have believed anything bad about you, I just know it. He must have tried to get you out but failed. Those last months of the war were chaotic. I know he mourned both you and Tony. He told me.”

      “You saw my pa?”

      “Yes, I kept visiting him although my mother insisted I didn’t. She didn’t want any scandal. But your pa was nice to me when I was a child. I felt sorry for him all alone in that big house, so I went to visit him. I used to read to him when he was sick. He was a lovely man and so proud of both of his sons.”

      Colin shook with emotion he’d been trying to hold back. She put her arms around him, drawing him close, letting him cry. For the loss of his father, his life and what he could have had. Was he crying for the loss of Colleen, too? After all, he had given up everything so she wouldn't suffer.

      Colleen didn’t know how lucky she’d been to inspire such a deep love in a wonderful man like Colin. Colleen had hardly been the grieving bride. She’d rushed into marriage faster than a train going downhill without brakes. But Colin didn’t need to know that. He didn’t need to feel his sacrifice was in vain.

      “Cara, did my father die alone?”

      Cara shook her head. “No, he didn’t. I wasn’t with him but Sister Maura was. She was one of the older nuns from the convent. Your father had given a lot of money to the convent but she didn't come because of that. He was such a nice man. He had lots of friends and she knew he didn’t want to die alone. Mama forbade me to go, she told me I was morbid. I went to the funeral, though. Mama was furious but Papa, possibly for the first time ever, overruled her.”

      She held him close, wishing she could do something to ease his pain, but knowing there was nothing anyone could do. Those lost years with his father could never be recovered.
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      “Cara, I know we were once friends but could you…do you think?” Colin stuttered. She wasn't making this easy, staring at the floor. Why couldn’t she look in him the face? It was almost as if she were hiding something. His heart beat faster. Could it be?

      He nudged her chin up with his finger, forcing her to look at him. Her lips parted with a sharp intake of breath. She was shivering, too. His hopes raised, he looked into her eyes and saw her glance at his lips, her cheeks flushed a becoming shade of pink.

      Cara O’Donnell had feelings for him, he was certain of it. She wasn’t as immune as she pretended. He took her hands in his gently, instinct telling him to move slowly for fear of frightening her. All he wanted to do was hold her, to reassure her. For now. What he really wanted to do was to kiss her senseless but that would have to wait.

      First, he had to prove he was trustworthy, an honest man, not the pariah she had believed him to be.

      “Cara, there is something else you should know before you agree to marry me.” He took a deep breath. It was a risk telling her, but he wanted to be completely honest. He didn’t want any more secrets between them.
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* * *

      Cara’s heart lurched. Was he finally going to tell her the words she needed to hear?

      “The other reason I couldn’t fight to clear my name is the fact I became an addict. I was badly injured at Andersonville and on pain relief for a long time. Only I kept taking opium because it made me feel better even when I didn’t need to.”

      Her eyes widened but she remained silent.

      “I’m fine now, only a few scars to prove I was injured. Cookie helped me get clean. I owe him everything.”

      “Oh, Colin, how awful it’s been for you. Not just the war but the aftermath, too. Hopefully it’s now behind us.”

      “Does that mean you’ll marry me? I want to have the service now but I couldn’t find Reverend Chase. And I realized I hadn’t asked you, not properly. And you probably want to get dressed up even though you look gorgeous in anything. So say yes and I’ll make sure he is free tomorrow.”

      Cara listened to him babbling. She waited for him to say something about loving her but he didn’t. Did it matter if he didn’t love her? Surely she loved him enough for the both of them? She found herself nodding.
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* * *

      His gaze was drawn to her full, parted lips, her breath growing more ragged.

      “Oh, Cara,” he murmured as in slow motion he bent his head toward hers, giving her the chance to pull away. Thankfully she didn’t. Closing his eyes, he caressed her mouth with his own. She stiffened but nothing could stop him now. Her scent assailed him, the feel of her body in his arms overwhelmed him. With a groan, he drew her closer, his hands cupping her face as he kissed her again.

      He didn't deepen the kiss for fear of frightening her, although it took every ounce of willpower not to. Some primal instinct told him she had never been kissed before. Not like this.

      His fingers massaged the sides and back of her neck as he reluctantly released her lips, drawing her closer. Her body melded to his as she lay her head against his chest, breathing rapidly.

      “Darling Cara, you are so beautiful. May I kiss you again?”

      He felt her nod against his chest, although she didn’t look at him. Her eyes were closed as she lifted her face toward his. A smile played at his lips. She was enjoying this, too.

      He touched his lips to hers, gently at first but as desire seared through his body, he deepened the kiss, her arms around his neck as she inched closer, her mouth opening beneath his. Shock mingled with pleasure as he deepened the kiss, pushing her back against the wall. A door banged shut in the distance but it was enough to engage his brain. She was an innocent, so help him. She deserved better than to be manhandled like this where anyone could come in and observe them.

      Breathing hard, he broke their kiss. At the look of shock and hurt in her eyes, he pulled her close whispering, “Later darling. Now is not the time. Someone could come into the room and see us.”
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* * *

      Breathing hard, she gripped his arms in an effort not to stumble. Her whole body was shaking and her legs felt funny. Her pulse burned through her veins. She had never imagined a kiss could be so shocking, so pleasurable, so divine. She was desperate for more, yet he was right. Here she was behaving no better than the girls who normally occupied La Maison.

      What must he think of her? She was torn between kissing him again or slapping his face as society would expect for his taking liberties. Only he hadn't stolen them. She had given herself freely, willingly even. To the man who had given up everything to save hurting her family because he loved…her sister. She couldn’t stand to look at him, she felt so guilty. She spun around, narrowly missing the piano and ran out of the room, her face in her hands.
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* * *

      Why was she upset?  Was it because he kissed her?  Cara was so hard to understand sometimes! Colin knew he should feel ashamed, the kiss had gone beyond a peck on the cheek but she was almost his wife darn it.

      She had agreed to be his wife, hadn’t she? Actually, she hadn’t said yes but she had nodded and kissed him. Like a wife would kiss a husband.

      Of course, Cara was going to marry him. She believed him. She loved him. She’d shown that in her embrace. The feeling of relief that all his secrets were now out in the open made him feel as light as a feather.

      He hoped she wouldn’t feel too bad about the kiss. Women took these things harder than men, but after tomorrow, he would be her husband and she could kiss him as much as she wanted. He couldn’t wait.

      Now he had to find Chase to make sure the Reverend was free tomorrow. Whistling, he grabbed his hat and made his way off to find the Reverend.
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* * *

      Cara cried herself to sleep that night. She didn’t speak to anyone and eventually the other girls left her alone. She loved Colin. She’d agreed to marry him, yet she felt worse than ever. How could she spend the rest of her life with someone who loved her sister so much he’d thrown away the life he’d known, not to mention his reputation? Did she really have so little self-respect as to marry a man who didn’t share her feelings?
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        January 1st, 1877

      

      After a sleepless night, Cara took her time getting up. She had just finishing getting dressed when Jolie sauntered into the room.

      Cara’s heart sank. She didn’t have the patience to deal with that woman. She tried ignoring her, but Jolie wouldn’t have any of it.

      “Mrs. Walters is looking for you. It’s about your wedding, or rather, lack thereof.”

      The look on Jolie’s face was so self-satisfied that Cara had to wipe the smug expression off.

      “I’m in a hurry. Please tell Mrs. Walters the wedding will be this evening. I didn’t have time to write invitations so I can’t say yours is in the post.” Cara smiled sweetly before walking out the door, leaving Jolie open-mouthed behind her. The satisfaction of finally making the other girl speechless was fleeting.

      Cara almost ran the rest of the way to see Pearl. What had she done now? It would soon be all over town she and Colin were getting married, but could she go through with it?
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* * *

      Cara stood outside the jail trying to work up the courage to go in. She pushed the door open and the smell of the place made her hold a hand to her face. There was a man in the cell and she ignored his calls as she walked past and knocked on the door of what she assumed were Draven and Pearl’s private quarters.

      “Pearl, um, can I talk to you? In private?”

      “Sure, Cara, come on in. Draven isn't due back for a while. Want some coffee?”

      Cara shook her head. What was she doing calling on Pearl? The other woman was recently married and would have better things to do than to listen to her tales of woe.

      “Actually, this was a bad idea. I should go,” Cara said.

      “Cara, sit down and have a cup of coffee. You came here for a reason. Is this about the doc?” Pearl asked.

      Cara saw the concern in the other woman’s eyes. Pearl wouldn't laugh at her or think her stupid for asking. From what she knew of the woman, she was kind and thoughtful.

      Cara sat, chewing her finger.

      “Don’t be nervous.” Pearl looked pointedly at the finger in Cara’s mouth. “What’s the matter? Don’t you like the doc?”

      “No, I do. It's not that at all. Colin is a lovely man. He is funny and kind and when he…” Cara flushed, she couldn't believe she was about to admit to how she felt when he kissed her.

      Pearl smiled warmly. “Cara, honey, given my past, nothing much shocks me. Talk to me.”

      “I think I might be in love with him.”

      “You think?”

      “I never felt this way about anyone before. When he kisses me, I just can't think of anything else but him. Is that crazy?”

      “Of course not,” Pearl said. “That’s a good thing.”

      “But he’s a…well, he has a past.”

      “Don’t we all?” At the look on Cara’s face, Pearl continued. “Has he ever done anything to hurt you?”

      Cara shook her head violently. “That’s the last thing he would do.”

      “Well, then, I suggest his past should stay where it belongs. It’s the future you need to be concerned about. Will he treat you well, can you be happy with him? Is he the man you want as a father to your children?”

      Cara blushed again. Yes, yes and a hundred percent yes, but she wasn’t about to admit that. Not even to someone as worldly wise as Pearl.

      “I don’t really see what’s holding you back,” Pearl mused as she put the coffee on the table.

      “Say Draven told you something about himself and this meant that everything you believed for years wasn’t true,” Cara said, not looking at Pearl,

      “Cara, honey, stop right there. Why don’t you just tell me the truth? I swear it won’t go any further than these four walls.” Cara hesitated, prompting Pearl to add, “I can't help you if I don’t know what you’re dealing with.”

      Cara bit her lip and looked at the other woman. She desperately needed a friend, someone to trust who could give her some perspective. Pearl had been so kind and in the short time she’d known the other girl, she hadn't seen her be anything but helpful.

      “Deane isn’t Colin’s real name. It’s Cowan. Our families were very close back in Boston. Before the war. So close, he was engaged to my elder sister. Only he stood her up at the altar. There was a big scandal.”

      “Cause he jilted your sister?” Pearl looked confused.

      “Well, there was also the fact he was pronounced a coward and a murderer.” At Pearl’s sharp intake of breath, Cara rushed to finish. “It was my brother, Thomas, who told everyone Colin was a murderer.”

      “But where was Colin? Why didn’t he defend himself? I might not have known the doc long, but he couldn’t be a murderer. Coward? I’ve seen that man do things no other human being ought to do, climbing into the collapsed mine and searching for survivors being one of them.”

      Cara’s heart almost beat through her chest. Pearl believed in Colin. She knew him to be innocent, too.

      Pearl continued. “I have no idea why he would jilt your sister but he had to have a good reason.”

      “He was in Andersonville.” At the look of horror on Pearl’s face, Cara continued softly. “He had a horrible time in there. Lost his only brother, Tony. He shouldn’t have been captured. He stayed behind with the wounded men.”

      “I still don’t understand how he was named as a murderer? Who was he supposed to have killed–a prison guard?” Pearl asked.

      “No, it was two of his own men. One white, one negro.”

      “Sorry, Cara, but that just doesn’t make sense. Who did you say accused him of doing something so horrible?”

      “My brother,” Cara whispered.

      Pearl jumped up and wrapped her arms around Cara as she finally broke down and cried.

      “Oh, darling, you poor thing. Your brother must be mistaken. He just has to be. Doc Deane wouldn’t do something like that.”

      “But why would Thomas lie?”

      “I don’t know your brother, Cara, but people lie for all reasons. In your heart, you know who is telling the truth, don’t you?”

      Cara looked down at her hands. Did she know? Could she admit to herself—never mind Pearl—she believed Colin over her own brother, her flesh and blood?

      “I’m not going to make you tell me. I think you already know. I can only guess what price it will cost to admit the truth to your family, but I guess the question is do you need to? Does Colin want to prove his innocence?”

      “I don’t know,” Cara whispered. “I guess he might.”

      “But wouldn’t he have done something about it already? The war’s been over for years. He must have a good reason for not coming forward to clear his name.”

      “He said he didn’t try because it would hurt too many people. My parents, my sister…”

      “Nonsense. He did it to protect your family. If he loved your sister, he would have gone back to Boston, fought to clear his name and married her. That’s the type of man he is.” Pearl hesitated. “Doc is a one-man woman, Cara.”

      “But Jolie said, well she insinuated Colin had been intimate with all the ladies in La Maison.” Cara looked at the floor, too embarrassed to look Pearl in the face.

      Pearl giggled making Cara look up in surprise.

      “Sorry Cara but the look on your face.  You are so sweet.  Doc has never been intimate with any woman I know of.  He visited the girls because he wanted to keep us healthy.  Jolie tempted him often enough. I think that’s why she is so annoyed his heart is now taken.”

      Cara knew she looked dumb. She certainly felt it.

      “I’ve seen the way Doc looks at you. The man is in love.”

      “With who?”

      “You, silly.” Pearl’s eyes twinkled. “You only have to look in his eyes.” She gave Cara a hug. “I haven't known you long, but I hope we are friends. True happiness is hard to find. If you think you have a chance of a future with Colin, then I think you should leave the past where it belongs. But only you can make that decision—”

      “Pearl? You in there, wife?”

      The man’s voice interrupted the ladies, causing Cara to jump to her feet.

      “Yes, Draven,” Pearl replied, her eyes on Cara.

      “He can’t know why I was here,” Cara whispered. “He’s a lawman. He could arrest Colin.”

      “I think Draven may know more than you think, but don’t fret, your secret’s safe with me. Now I best get serving up my husband’s lunch or he may decide he made a mistake.”

      Cara giggled. “Don’t think that’s likely. You’re a diamond, Pearl. He’s lucky to have you.”

      Pearl blushed prettily but she seemed happy with Cara’s comment.

      Cara picked up her shawl. “I best get going, too.”

      “I hope you make the right choice, Cara. I’d hate to lose you from Noelle. I shall be in the saloon for the wedding this evening and so will Draven. I hope you turn up.”

      Cara wasn’t sure yet what she would do.  But whatever happened, this kind woman had made her time in Noelle so much easier. She smiled at her gently. “Bye, Pearl. Thank you.”
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* * *

      The afternoon passed in a flurry of activity. Bridie arrived with a stunning wedding gown.

      “It’s from me and Pearl.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Birdie,” Cara said examining the delicate material. “It’s the most beautiful dress I have ever seen.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. You’ll be a good advertisement for business,” Birdie replied, winking at Cara.

      “Are you happy, Birdie?” Cara couldn’t believe she had actually put her thoughts into words, but the other woman didn’t seem offended. “I mean with being married and all.”

      Birdie nodded, a questioning look in her eyes. “You having second thoughts? I know marrying a stranger isn’t most people’s idea of a love story, but you seem to love the doc.”

      “I do. I really do.”

      “He loves you as well. You’ve just got cold feet.”

      “How do you know he loves me?” Cara whispered.

      Birdie laughed, before kissing Cara on the cheek. “A woman knows these things. Now is there anything I can get you before I go back to the office.”

      “Yes, there is one thing if you don’t mind.” Cara outlined her plan to Birdie who smiled and nodded her agreement.  “See you this evening.”

      

      Later that evening, Cara paced back and forth in her room. Pearl had been right, she should leave the past where it belonged. Dressed in her wedding dress, she should be the happiest she had ever been. She was marrying the man she had been in love with as long as she could remember. But was she really marrying him? This was the wedding of Cara Donnelly and Colin Deane, and those people didn’t even exist.

      “Cara, Doc Deane is downstairs. He wants to talk to you.”

      “Thanks Milly,” Cara said, picking up her skirts to walk downstairs.

      “You can’t see him now. It’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the ceremony,” Mrs. Walters tutted.

      “Don’t worry, Mrs. Walters. I think we just about had all the bad luck we could have, don’t you?”

      “It’s quite irregular, Cara.”

      “Everything about these weddings is irregular, Mrs. Walters. I have to see him. I need to know what he wants. Maybe he doesn’t want to get married.”

      Cara left Mrs. Walters holding her hands to her chest as if in prayer. Picking up the edges of her dress, she moved carefully down the stairs. He was standing with his back to her.

      “Cara, I know I can’t look but I had to speak to you.”

      “Come into the sitting room, else people will listen in on us.”

      He moved to the sitting room, still not looking in her direction. She smiled at his romantic nature. He didn’t seem like the type to believe in bad luck, but then maybe he thought she did.

      “What did you want, Colin?”

      He half turned, then remembered himself and so faced the window once more. He’d shaven and his clean features were even more handsome than before. Her heart thumped through her chest. She had to resist the urge to run her fingers over his stubble-free chin.

      “I wanted to check how you were feeling. To make sure you didn’t have a fever or any ill effects from spending time at the O’Malleys’?”

      “You could have asked Mrs. Walters, but I am fine. What’s really on your mind, Colin?”

      She twisted her hands as she waited for him to answer. Had he changed his mind? She wished she could look at his eyes but she wasn’t about to ask him to turn to face her.

      “I just called…that’s to say, I mean…what I wanted to…”

      “Colin!”

      “Sorry. What I am trying to say is that you shouldn’t feel like you have to go through with this marriage if it’s not what you want. I am sure I could find another woman to marry and save the town. I don’t want you to feel pressured into something you shouldn’t. There’s still time for you to go home and pretend your visit to Noelle never happened. Draven can help us protect you from the Senator. Nobody will force you to marry him.”

      Cara sank onto one of the chairs. He was giving her permission to leave. Not telling her he loved her. Of all the things she thought he might say, telling her to go home wasn’t one of them.

      “Cara?”

      “What? Sorry, I’m just a bit surprised. I thought Noelle meant everything to you.”

      “It does. It did. But you…well, you mean more. I love you, Cara Donnelly O’Donnell, or whatever you want to call yourself. I wanted you to know that before you go.”

      Before she could answer, he was out the door.

      “Wait, Colin…please.”

      He stopped just at the doorstep. “What?”

      A smile played around her lips. “Can you tell the preacher, please? I just couldn’t let everyone down like that.”

      His shoulders actually slumped as she spoke. He sighed. “Yes, Cara, I will tell the preacher. Take care of yourself.”

      The door shut behind him.
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* * *

      Mrs. Walters opened the door less than ten seconds later. “What did he want? Did he call off the wedding?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Walters, he did. He told me I should go home.”

      The look on Mrs. Walters’ face was priceless. Cara knew the older woman had become fonder of Noelle and its inhabitants than she had been on Christmas Eve. However, her first concern was for her girls. The brides were her responsibility no matter what. Eyes full of concern, she took Cara’s hand.

      “Home? Now? But how? There are no trains or anything…” She blinked and looked closer at Cara. “Why are you smiling?”

      “Doc Deane may think he knows me but he’s forgotten I never did what I was told. You tell the preacher this wedding is going ahead whether my groom likes it or not. I will just be a minute.”

      Mrs. Walters looked as if she couldn’t work out whether Cara was quite sane or not. With a shrug of her shoulders, she went to find the Reverend.

      Cara picked up her skirts and ran up the stairs. She took her hair down from its elaborate up-do and quickly redid it in a simpler style. It suited her better. This was her wedding and she was going to do it her way.
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* * *

      Taking a deep breath she walked downstairs, out the door and toward the saloon. Once inside, she caught sight of Colin making his way to the preacher. Giving Mrs. Walters a wave and a wink, she followed him.

      “I’m sorry, Preacher, but the wedding’s off. Cara Donnelly, my mail-order bride, won’t marry me.”

      “Doc, this isn’t a time to be making jokes. This wedding has to go ahead. It just has to,” Reverend Chase said impatiently.

      Colin looked at the Reverend, a helpless expression on his face. Cara decided enough was enough.

      “No, Cara Donnelly won’t, but Cara O’Donnell will.” Cara stood behind Colin, smiling widely. He turned toward her as if in slow motion. “What did you say?”

      “You might want to get the doc to check those ears of yours! I said Cara O’Donnell is getting married today to Colin Cowan Deane.”

      With a yell, Colin swept Cara from her feet and swung her into the air.  She squealed before he let her down and cut off her squeals by kissing her soundly on the mouth.

      “You’re not supposed to kiss the bride until after the ceremony,” Jude O’Malley whispered loud enough for everyone to hear. Abe pulled him back to stand with him and Mary who was wearing a lovely new dress.   The girl looked so different to when Cara had first met her, Cara had to hold back more tears of happiness.

      “That’s true, Doc. So am I to take it there is a wedding after all?” Reverend Chase asked.

      “Yes, Reverend,” Colin confirmed. “You heard the lady.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Once they were married, Colin wanted to leave immediately but Cara told him to have patience.

      “Are you bossing me around already, wife?”

      She kissed him on the nose. “Start as you mean to go on, Mama always told me.” Cara giggled at the expression on his face. “I have to see two people and then I’ll be all yours.”

      “You promise?”

      “Yes, darling, I promise.”

      She ran over to Pearl and gave her a big hug. “Thank you so much for being my friend and for my beautiful gown.” Pearl nodded, her eyes glistening.  She turned to Birdie. “Thank you for getting the children here. They look wonderful.”

      “You’re welcome Cara, be happy.”

      Then Cara took a deep breath and walked over to where Cookie stood a little bit away from everyone else.

      “Mr. Cookie, I know…”

      “It’s Cookie, just plain Cookie.”

      “Oh.” Cara stumbled over her words. He wasn’t going to make it easy for her. “Cookie, I know you don’t approve of me but I swear I will spend the rest of my life making Colin as happy as I can. I will never give him reason to doubt me and I intend on doing everything in my power to clear his name.”

      Cookie stared at her as she fell silent. Her heart beat so loudly she thought he might be able to hear it, too. She looked into his eyes, determined he wouldn’t see how unnerved she was. She waited, letting the silence deepen between them.

      “You already made him happy. He is the happiest I ever saw him and that’s the truth.”

      Cara gulped.

      “Young Jude told us how you be feeding him since you got here. Gave him money too.”

      “It was only a few coins,” she protested but fell silent at the look he gave her.

      Cookie held out his hand. “Reckon yer not bad for an O’Donnell.

      “

      “I am not an O’Donnell anymore.”

      Cookie grinned. “Say we could have a truce, Mrs. Cowan Deane?”

      Cara shook the older man’s hand gravely. “A truce, Cookie.”

      She walked back to her husband who was smiling widely. “Did I tell you ye how much I love you, Mrs. Deane?”

      “Yes, but you can tell me again, Mr. Deane.”

      

      As Cara gave herself up to his kiss, she spotted a new Christmas ornaments on the tree. It was the figure of a tiny maid holding a milking pail, complete with miniature handles and a red ribbon tied around the mouth.  She smiled, seeing it as a good omen for a happy future.
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        The next morning

      

      Opening her eyes, Cara found Colin staring at her, a smile hovering on his lips.

      “Morning, wife.”

      She didn’t think she would ever get used to him calling her his wife. It sounded so wonderful. She nestled closer to him, feeling she should be embarrassed she was naked, yet finding she wasn’t.

      “Good morning, husband.”

      “Are you happy?”

      Cara raised herself on the pillow, half leaning on her elbow. “Yes, aren’t you?” She nibbled at her lip as she was wont to do when nervous. Was he having second thoughts already? She knew he was a lot more experienced than she was—not that it would be hard. But it was expected, wasn’t it? Most men wanted their wives to be innocent, but then Colin wasn’t like most men.

      “Cara, what on earth is going on in that brain of yours? You look like a chicken trying to lay an egg but finding it difficult.”

      Cara laughed at the image before picking up her pillow and whacking him over the head, scattering feathers everywhere.

      “That’s not a terribly romantic thing to say to your wife.”

      “Well, you weren’t looking terribly romantic with your face all screwed up like this,” he answered, screwing his face up, making his eyes all squinty. She giggled again before raising the pillow to hit him once more. This time he was too quick for her, grabbing her arms and quickly pinning her under him.

      “Doubt thou the stars are fire,

      Doubt that the sun don’t move,

      Doubt truth be a liar,

      But never doubt I love.”

      She opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t. Not only was he quoting Shakespeare, but her favorite play, Hamlet.

      He was telling her, he loved her.

      “Cara, tell me what you are thinking?” he said, softly his fingers gently caressing her bare arm.

      “I wondered if you were…” oh this was so embarrassing.

      “If I was…” he prompted.

      “If you were happy with me, you know, as your woman?” she spoke quickly and buried her head in his shoulder.  She waited for his laugh but it wasn’t forthcoming. She opened her eyes to peep at him. He was staring at her with such a look of love, she wanted to cry.

      “You are everything I ever wanted and more.  I want you to be happy.”

      Any doubts she had about his feelings for her raced from her mind. Reaching her head up to kiss him, she replied, “Of course I am happy. Want to know how much?”

      He laughed and then snuggled down beside her. “Yes, you little witch. Show me.”
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* * *

      Sometime later, Cara sat at the vanity table, brushing out her hair before twisting it up into a bun. Colin lay on the bed watching her.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “How lucky I am to be here. With you,” he answered.

      She smiled back at him through the mirror.

      “Cara, what made you change your mind? About marrying me, I mean.”

      She turned and came back to sit on the bed beside him. Taking his hand, she kissed his palm.

      “Lord knows I should have married you that first day I arrived. I always loved you, Colin. Ever since I can remember.”

      He kissed her gently before rubbing her hand. “But you were adamant you were going home. Why the change of heart?”

      “Can’t you just accept I love you?” she asked gently.

      “I guess so…” He kissed her slowly, causing her stomach to flutter once more, her legs to turning to jelly.

      “Colin Deane, if you keep that up, I will end up back in bed.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “And the problem with that is?”

      She giggled before giving him a quick kiss and moving out of his reach.

      “If you must know, I had a long chat with Pearl. She’s not only kind but very wise.”

      “I must thank her the next time I see her.”

      Cara smiled at him before saying, “Come on, old man, you need to get dressed, too. It’s not fair leaving Mick and Cookie with the O’Malley boys. We really should go and check on Ellen, Abe, Mary and the others. See how they’re faring.”

      Colin pulled the covers back, pretending to be moody and disgruntled “Cookie already checked on Ellen yesterday before the wedding. Chase and his wife went with him. Abe and Cookie buried Fergus with the Reverend doing his bit while Felicity looked after Ellen and baby Cara. Reverend agrees with me, Ellen won’t be on her own for long. Not with the shortage of women around these parts.” He waggled his eyebrows at her. “Now can you please come back to bed?  Most people wait until at least a year after the wedding before using the children as an excuse to have to get up.”

      She picked up the pillow again. “Do I need to hit you again?” she said, giggling at his expression. He moved so quickly she was in his arms once more.

      “Cara Deane, you are the woman I have waited for all my life. I want you to know that no matter what happens to me, you have made me the happiest man on Earth.”

      Fear turned her blood to ice. She grabbed him, holding him close to her. “What do you mean? You sound like I’m going to lose you.”

      “Not today, but we both know that someday someone might come looking for me.”

      “They can look all they like. You are not and never could be a murderer. I don’t care what it takes but together we’ll clear your name,” she said, anger and determination making her tone harsh.

      “We could just stay here and hide.” He waggled his eyebrows and glanced at the bed but she wasn’t in the mood for joking. Not now.

      Cara pulled him over to the window and stared out at the view outside. They heard Jude shouting at Mick to come play with him and Cookie muttering about not having signed up to feed children.

      “Someday our children will live here and I want them to live in peace. Not with a shadow hanging over their lives. So when the railway comes and the snows are gone, I want us to go back to Boston.”

      “There’s still a chance the railway won’t come. There have to be twelve weddings by January sixth and you got to admit things aren't looking too good for some of the couples.”

      “Well, then, if the railway doesn’t come, we will go to it. We are going to Boston, dear husband, and I won’t take no for an answer. Not forever but for a while. Mick and Cookie will have to come with us.”

      “I didn’t know you were this bossy,” he said, pulling her closer. “Why?”

      “You know why. We need to confront Thomas and put his lies behind us, once and for all. Papa said I would have a small dowry if I ever got married. Once we get to Boston, we can ask him for the money and put it with the money from the sale of your father’s house to pay for lawyers. I don’t care if it takes every penny we have.”

      “You know what will happen to Thomas. Your mother will be furious, too. She won’t care about who is right or wrong but only about the scandal. Are you really prepared to do that for me?”

      “I’m not doing it just for you but for us. And for our future children. You’re my world now. I want everyone to know what I know.”

      “And what’s that?” he said, pulling her away from the window and turning her to face him.

      “That Colin Cowan Deane is the bravest, most honest man in the world. A passionate doctor committed to helping his patients.”

      He stared at her, what looked suspiciously like tears forming in his eyes. She reached up to kiss one eye and then the other before kissing him on the mouth.

      “I love you, Colin. Once we clear your name, we can return here, to Noelle. To our piece of Heaven right here on this Earth.”

      His arms surrounded her as he kissed her deeply. This time, she didn’t argue when he pulled her back to their bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Ninth Day

          

        

      

    

    
      ON THE NINTH DAY OF CHRISTMAS...

      

      “I thought you were my partner - not my owner!” Josefina spun on her heel, determined to refuse Hank’s order and storm away. However, a strong grip on her arm kept her from doing so.

      “You thought wrong, sweetheart. The game’s changed. My men want more than a pretty face and fancy feet… if you get my drift.”

      Josefina yanked her arm away, but knew the only reason she was free from Hank’s firm hold was because he had allowed her to pull back. A lean six feet with a long, shaggy mane and jagged scar running across his left cheek, the saloon owner looked as ferocious as a lion - and behaved like one, too. When he said the game had changed, he really meant it. What had started out as a job as a dancing girl quickly turned into demands that Josefina had sworn she would never give into.

      High ideals until you’ve got to put food in your stomach and clothes on your back.

      She gave into him, agreeing to do as he wished for the right price. However, now she had enough money and a loyal customer to help her plan an escape. It was her turn to make the rules. To play another game. All it required was a little class and the right recipe.

      And the willingness to marry a complete stranger.

      

      CLICK THE LINK TO CONTINUE READING!

      

      The Dancing Lady

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from the author

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi there, I hope you really enjoyed reading this book and the entire 12 days of Christmas series.  Please leave a review and let other people know your thoughts.

      If you would like to meet up again with Mick and Cookie, you can find out more of their story in Clover Springs - Erin.

      Abe joins Mick and Cookie in Clover Springs - Cathy.

      I hope each and everyone of you have a fabulous Christmas and a Wonderful New Year.

      Nollaig Shona agus Athbhliain faoi mhaise daoibh!
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