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Dewberry Lane, Dewberry, Montana 

November 1880

Noelle Jenkins flipped the closed sign on the door of her little store, Book Time. It was book club night, and she needed to prepare for her small group of ladies who would be arriving soon. 

She had the kettle filled and on the wood stove, the mugs were ready, and the light refreshments she’d bought were prepared for serving. It was a little extra work added to her day, but these ladies came each and every week. That meant she had guaranteed sales for the Book of the Week.

This week’s book was a little different than most, but it was the one her customers chose. Heart Flutterings by H.C. Clifford-Jones was definitely not Noelle’s first choice, but her ladies had demanded something a little more lighthearted this time around and that’s what they got. 

“Good evening, ladies,” Noelle said as they began to stream through the door. Each woman clung to her copy of Heart Flutterings as though their lives depended on it. It was somewhat amusing, but Noelle was very aware many of her book club ladies were more than a little lonely. Book Time was their happy place, and they all felt very safe here. 

The chairs were placed in a circle to ensure no one was left out, and everyone took a seat. They clutched their well-worn copy of the book and waited for Noelle to begin. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Did everyone finish reading the book?” She glanced about, pleased they had all completed it. “Shall we begin then? Who would like to go first?” 

Three hands shot up, and Noelle chose the newcomer to their group, Mrs. Halliday. “It was wonderful,” she almost swooned. “I particularly liked the part where he asked to court her.” The woman was beaming, and several of the other women rolled their eyes. 

“That’s lovely,” Noelle said. “Mrs. Carson, what did you think?” 

“The book was fairly well written, and I do like a bit of romance,” she said, color blooming in her cheeks, “but this was a bit soppy for me. I’d rather something I can get my teeth into. Like a mystery.” 

“Oh, but I loved it,” Mrs. Herbert said, not waiting to be asked. 

Suddenly, everyone stopped talking and Noelle turned to follow the direction of their gazes. A tall man with dark tousled hair filled the doorway and stared out over them. Hadn’t she locked the main door? She normally did and would have sworn she did so tonight. 

She stood and turned to him. “May I help you?” She stared into his face and thought he seemed vaguely familiar. 

His expression was one of amusement. He suddenly reached out his hand. “H...er, Howie Jones.” 

Did the man not know his own name? It made Noelle more than a little suspicious. “What can I do for you Mr. Jones? As you can see, we’re in the middle of something here.” She knew it was rude to do so, but Noelle continued to stare. There was something about the man. “I am Noelle Jenkins. I own this bookstore.” 

He strolled uninvited toward the extra chairs at the side of the store and grabbed one, insinuating himself into the book club circle. Everyone moved their chairs back a little to allow him access. “Do you mind?” His gaze moved around the circle, and no one dared say no. 

“I’m afraid you can’t stay, Mr. Jones. We are discussing our Book of the Week and you won’t be familiar with it.” 

He chuckled then rubbed his hand across his chin. “I am very familiar with it,” he said, gazing down at the book languishing on Mrs. Herbert’s lap.

Mrs. Grayson was studying the man, her gaze never leaving him.

Suddenly, mutterings began around the room. Noelle wasn’t sure if her ladies were upset there was a man in their midst, or if it was something else entirely. “I think you should leave, Mr. Jones. As you can see, your presence has upset the ladies.” 

“Does anyone want me to go?” He addressed those present and appeared prepared to leave. “I refuse to stay against anyone’s wishes.” 

Noelle’s heart thudded. She didn’t know this stranger, and apparently neither did anyone else. She worried what would happen if she demanded he leave. Would he become violent or abusive? She admonished herself for not locking the door. It was a habit she had, and it had never let her down, until now. 

“I know who you are,” Mrs. Grayson suddenly accused. 

Noelle heard the collective gasp and waited impatiently for all to be revealed. Instead of conceding, he put a finger to his lips and the older lady grinned, a glint to her eye. 

“Shall we continue,” he asked, and so they did. 

“I’m very pleased I heard about this book club meeting,” he said when the discussion ended. “It is always fascinating to hear what others enjoy or detest about m...a book.” He’d been an active participant in the discussions, which made Noelle even more curious about Mr. Jones. She still wasn’t convinced that was his real name, but was intrigued about the mysterious visitor. 

Mrs. Grayson pierced him with a scowl. “Now that the proceedings are over, I do think you should be truthful, Mr. Jones.” Her lips were pulled into a straight line, and it was obvious the woman was somewhat displeased with their guest. “Or should I reveal your true identity?”

Gasps could be heard all around the circle. 

He stood and bowed to everyone in the room. “Thank you for allowing me to stay, ladies. I do appreciate it.” 

“Oh, for goodness sakes,” Mrs. Grayson said, more than a little impatient now. “This is H.C. Clifford-Jones, author of the book we’ve just been discussing. Am I wrong, Mr. Jones?” 

He turned to her and grinned. “No, Madam, you are correct. Forgive my deception, ladies, but I prefer to hear feedback from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.” 

There was outrage, and several of the ladies glared at Noelle. “Miss Jenkins was totally unaware of my visit or my identity.” He was quick to defend her, which pleased Noelle. After all, she needed the group to have faith in her for future book club meetings. 

“Shall we have supper now?” She hurried into the small kitchen without waiting for a response. She felt his presence behind her and was most unhappy. “Can I help you, Mr. Jones?” She emphasized his fake name, for his benefit, and to show how displeased she was with his trickery.

“Actually, Jones is my real name. My publisher felt it was far too ordinary so took my middle name of Clifford and hyphenated the two names.” He raised his eyebrows and stared at her. 

It did not appease Noelle at all. “It was still deception,” she said under her breath then struggled past him with a tray filled with coffees and cake. 

“Let me.” He took the tray from her, and despite her anger at the man, Noelle was grateful for the reprieve. She grappled with the tray every week due to the sheer weight of it. It was the least he could do to make up for his duplicity, not only to her, but the entire book club group. 

“Supper, ladies,” he announced as he entered the room. The scoundrel made it sound as though he was the one who’d supplied and prepared the refreshments. Inwardly, Noelle was fuming. Outwardly, she maintained her composure, ensuring she was the perfect hostess. 

As everyone sat with their coffee and cake, silence overtook them. The quiet was shattered by a male voice. “What are we reading next?” 

All eyes turned to him. Mrs. Grayson looked somewhat amused at his question, while Mrs. Jensen looked totally stunned. The man had insinuated himself into their little book club, and now wanted a repeat performance? How utterly rude of him. 

“I don’t think—” Noelle didn’t a chance to finish her sentence. 

“—Oh. And here I was thinking Mr. Jones fit in so well.” It was typical of Mrs. Grayson. She loved to stir people up, and she was doing an exceptional job of that tonight. 

“I...well...” 

“It’s all right, Miss Jenkins.” He threw back the last of his coffee and began to stand. “Thank you, ladies, for having me.” Howie Jones headed toward the entrance to the store and Noelle followed. 

“Don’t leave, Mr. Jones.” Mrs. Grayson’s voice cut through the silence, and Noelle was ready to throttle the old dear. The man was almost at the door, and she was ready to see the back of him. “It was quite fun having you here tonight. Wasn’t it, ladies?” She glanced around the room and not a soul disagreed. 

Noelle sighed. She
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