
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Lovely Eyes: A Trio of Historical
Romance Novellas

 


By

 


Doreen Milstead

 


Copyright 2017 Susan
Hart

 


 


Cover photo copyright: <a
href='https://www.123rf.com/profile_tomertu'>tomertu / 123RF
Stock Photo</a>

 


 


The Irish Woman & Her Mysterious
Fiancé

The English Governess Meets The
Cowboy

The Navajo Medicine Woman & The
Civil War Vet

 


 


 


The Irish Woman & Her Mysterious
Fiancé


 


Synopsis: The Irish Woman
& Her Mysterious Fiancé - An Irish woman is promised to a man
in Texas by her father, in return for a dowry to be sent back to
her family in Ireland. She is picked up by one of his crew in New
York, to be taken by wagon to Galveston, Texas. The funny thing is,
her driver doesn’t seem to remember her fiancé’s name and it’s only
after a minute that he recognizes it. During the trip she is
doubtful that everything will turn out all right, especially when
she sees her intended and his startling blue eyes. It’s during the
settling in period that things begin to go awry.

 


 


Bright rays of sun reflected
off the morning dew of Clifden, Ireland. The rain from the night
had left the air with a fresh smell, almost enough to wash away the
sorrows of the years past. The grass surrounding the McGill
household was a lush green. Just by the looks of the house, one
would never have guessed that such suffering and strife had and was
taking place there.

It was 1865 in a country
that had just been decimated by a famine unlike any other. Families
were left to rot on the sides of roads and there was a mass exodus,
leaving people to wallow in the misery of failed farming. The
McGills were no different. After losing family to the tragic
occurrence, they were still trying to get back on their feet in
light of recent events.

 


 


Nora McGill was the only
daughter of four children. Her mother and father were working
people who lost everything during the famine. To add salt to the
wound, her mother caught a heinous flu and died during these
already sorrowful times. Her father, who would have been considered
emotionally cold before her mother’s passing, was now below
freezing. Nora was the youngest of the bunch and was constantly
dismissed as her brothers and father tried to get their farm up and
running again.

She did the housework. Her
job was to wash the dishes, make clothes, sweep the floor, and
clean the house. She kept her mouth shut, but so longed to have
someone to talk to. The nearest home was twenty miles away and so
much had changed since the famine, Nora wasn’t even sure who lived
there anymore.

She sat on the porch, sewing
a new shirt for her brother, Danny. At just eighteen, Nora had
already experienced enough devastation to last several lifetimes.
She looked up from her stitching to watch the leaves fall from a
nearby tree, floating down like verdant snowflakes. She was a
stunningly beautiful young woman. Her dark, auburn hair was an
exquisite contrast to her pale, freckled skin. That contrast wasn’t
what made her so special, her eyes were the most amazing color of
emerald green.

Her mother used to say,
“They’re as if God Himself took a blade of spring grass and molded
her eyes.”

Nora missed her mother. They
all did. The warmth of the McGill household was gone like blowing
out a candle. All Nora wanted to do was help her father and make
him happy, but no matter how many shirts she sewed or how many beds
she made, it was never enough.

 


 


The front door opened with a creak.
Danny, her oldest brother, walked out into the April
sun.

“Morning, Nora. How’s the
shirt coming?”

“Morning, Danny. It’s good.
I think it’ll be fine for the coming seasons,” she said with a
smile.

Danny was always nice to
Nora. Nicer than her other brothers, mostly because he knew how
hard the absence of his mother had been for her.

“Did you see Ray this
morning?” Danny wondered. “I know he went out early to get some
feed for the sheep.”

“Yes, I made him some
breakfast before he left. He said he’d be back around dinner time,”
Nora replied.

Danny smiled.

“Good.”

He stepped off the porch and
headed to the sheep corral. His feet left a trail of bent grass
behind him. Nora waved, but he didn’t see her.

The door opened again as her
other brother, Patrick, and her father stepped onto the porch.
Patrick gave his father a pat on the back and ran to catch up to
Danny, without even glancing at his sister. It was nothing new to
Nora, but that didn’t mean it didn’t sting.

 


 


Her father, James, was a big
man with broad shoulders, a thick head of salt and pepper hair. His
face had been handsome at one time, but now it was as cracked as
the world of his Irish people. James looked down at his
daughter.

“Spring is here, which
means there needs to be more dusting in the house. I woke up this
morning and I could see the pollen and dust clouding in the air.
That’s unacceptable, Nora.”

“Yes, sir,” Nora obediently
replied.

“Ray is to be back at
dinner, so I’d like for supper to be ready for him when he
returns,” added James.

“Yes sir.” Nora looked up
to meet her father’s eyes. He looked away from her immediately. She
reminded him too much of his wife. It was painful to look at her,
those eyes.

“We’ll be out sheering the
sheep today, so we’ll be in the field.”

James began to walk in the
direction of his sons. His footsteps were heavy, reflecting the
weight of his life bearing hard upon his shoulders.

 


 


The McGills used to be a
potato-growing family. Most of Ireland was, but since the famine,
James couldn’t stand to the sight of the vegetable. They were a
symbol of failure. The family switched to livestock in an attempt
to meet the demands of a new market. They hadn’t had much luck yet,
but James and his sons were determined to earn a living through
it.

 


 


After finishing Danny’s
shirt, Nora headed inside the modest house. She looked up at the
patchwork ceiling that resembled a pair of repaired pants more than
a sturdy cover. The McGill home had been built by her father, but
it was made a home by her mother.

 


 


Nora entered the kitchen and
washed the dishes left from breakfast. Through the window, She
watched the birds fly across the sky as she scrubbed plates with
soap. The water she used came from a well on the property. There
was something so appealing about the birds. To Nora, they were
free. They had no worries of the past or fears of the future. They
were together flying through the sky on their way to some new land.
Nora couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to live in a
different place. One that wasn’t plagued by its morbid past, but
welcoming to new possibilities.

She had heard rumors about
America. She had known people who immigrated there during the
famine, but was unsure about whether they had made it to what was
called “The Land of Opportunity.” She’d heard it was a place of
sprawling cities and open deserts. She’d heard of courageous
cowboys and wild outlaws… of dazzling singers and performers… of
endless, breathless romance. There was none of that in Clifden. All
that was left were struggling families and hard work. No
opportunity. No wonders. Little hope.

 


 


After scrubbing the floors,
she dusted like her father demanded. She ran a cloth across the
bookshelves that held reminders of life that had once been before
the blight. Photos, trinkets, books. After she was sure there was
no dust or pollen in sight, Nora went to retrieve more water from
the well. She grabbed two wooden buckets and headed out the front
door.

 


 


Her modest skirt brushed
against the tall grass as she walked down the path towards the
well. The dark blue fabric swung lightly in the spring breeze. As
she ambled, Nora watched the clouds roll by in the sky. The
beautiful blue, a cheerful contrast to her darker skirt, seemed to
dance with the puffs of white above. Everything was so serene up
there. The family frequently used the beaten path to the well. It
was even more popular when there were more people in the Clifden
area to use it. Now, it was as lonely as Nora.

 


 


Nora arrived at the well.
She put down the buckets and began to lower the one attached to the
rope. Everything was silent except for the slight squeaking of the
crank and the wind that swirled past her ears, allowing wisps of
dark hair to break free of her bun. Nora filled both buckets
quickly and expertly. She made her way back to the house and put
the buckets on the kitchen counter. It was almost two, which meant
Nora needed to start cooking supper.

 


 


Dinner used to be a time of
vibrancy and joy for the McGills. Everyone would sit and tell
stories about their day. The boys would share tales of their lady
troubles and Nora would sit next to her mother and laugh. It was a
time for James to relax after working on the farm for hours. They
would play cards and games, enjoying each other’s company, but now,
the joy was gone. There was nothing but empty silences cut by the
sound of chewing and sipping. They could feed their stomachs, but
their hearts were still hungry.

Nora knew she was lucky,
though. Clifden was in County Galway and even though thousands of
people died, it wasn’t nearly as bad as some other parts of the
country. The Counties of Mayo and Sligo were wiped out. So many
people perished and equally as many left. Although she was too
young to remember the worst of the aftermath, she felt as though
she could feel every sorrow of the country with each gust of
wind.

As she peeled onions and cut
celery for the stew, she could hear her brothers on the front
porch, organizing the wool they collected during the day. She was
relieved to hear them chuckle, but no such happy sounds came from
her father who she knew was sitting right beside them.

 


 


By four o’clock, the sky was
a brilliant palette of reds, oranges and purples. Nora was setting
the table, while the men cleaned up for dinner. The smell of boiled
vegetables and mutton permeated the house.

The front door opened with a
creak. It was Ray. Ray was the middle brother, tall and moody. He
treated Nora like an unwelcomed houseguest rather than a sister.
Ray made a beeline for his room that he shared with his brothers.
Nora looked up as he passed her, but he made no effort at
connection. The door closed behind Ray. His indifference never
failed to sink Nora’s heart.

Nora put the bread and the stew in the
middle of the table. She washed her hands as her father sat down at
the head of the table.

“Boys, supper’s ready!”
commanded James.

Danny, Ray and Patrick came
out of their room and sat at the table. Nora sat down last after
she was done serving everyone. They ate in their usual silence,
only the scraping of spoons against bowls and crunching of slightly
stale bread. Nora longed for some sort of conversation, but was
afraid to speak.

 


 


When the last of the stew
was being mopped up with the final hunk of bread, James let out a
long sigh. The boys all shifted their positions to sit upright.
Something was happening. All eyes were on Nora. She didn’t notice
until she looked up from her almost empty bowl of soup. She
nervously wiped her hands on her napkin and got up to collect the
plates.

“Nora, sit down,” ordered
her father.

Nora clasped her hands
together and sat down with a sense of uneasiness. She looked around
the table. It was the first time in a year that she made eye
contact with Ray. He looked away not seconds after meeting her
green eyes. He stared at his calloused hands, pretending to pay
more attention to them than what was about to happen at that dinner
table. Nora’s heart was beating quickly. Her chest tightened with
nervous breath.

James put his napkin on the
table.

“Nora, I don’t need to tell
you how hard we’ve been working to get this family back on track. I
know that you work hard in your own way, but unfortunately things
are not going as smoothly as I thought they’d be.”

He took a deep
breath.

“The sheep are not bringing
in nearly as much money as we thought. The truth is that there
aren’t enough people in Galway to push market demands. We need to
make money now. And fast.”

Ray looked up from his
hands, finally making eye contact with Nora.

“I didn’t go into town
today to look for a buyer,” he said. “I went to inquire about
another means of making money.”

Nora heart beat even faster,
her mind raced with confusion.

Her father went on from
there.

“What your brother is
trying to say is that a man came into town with news of America. He
told Ray all about the oil business and what life has been like
after the Gold Rush. Ray told him of the hardships we’ve fallen on
as a family, and the man gave Ray an ad from an American
newspaper.”

Ray reached into his pants
pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of newspaper. He proceeded
to straighten it out as best as he could, then gave it to Nora.
Ray’s eyes remained trained on the paper throughout this exchange,
which seemed endless to Nora.

Nora held the newspaper in
her delicate hands.

It read, “Successful oil
prospector seeks wife. A tender woman to help this man make a
proper home.”

The ad was from Galveston,
Texas and placed by a man named Jesse Montgomery.

Nora raised her eyes, filled
with salty tears that struggled to release themselves from her
thick, long lashes. She blinked away the blunt signs of
betrayal.

James met his daughter’s
gaze.

“There’s nothing else we
can do, Nora. If we don’t do something now, I don’t think we’ll
make it through winter. This is our family’s only
choice.”

Nora was silent. It felt as
though her vocal chords had suddenly vanished from her body. She
bit her lip in another failed attempt to conceal her
vulnerability.

“There’s a ship coming in
two day’s time. That’ll give you time to pack and say your
goodbyes. Ray has the rest of the travel plans on how to get to
Galveston.”

With that, James got up from
the table and went to his room, closing the door behind him. Ray
and Patrick followed suit, leaving the table without saying a word
to their condemned sister.

 


 


Danny stayed put.

“I’m so sorry, Nora. I tried
to reason with them.”

A tear escaped and rolled
down Nora’s cheeks, flushed with humiliation and anger.

“The ad says that money
will be sent back as soon as you get to Texas. Father claims that
it’s the only guarantee of income we’ll have. The sheep aren’t
enough.”

Danny stood up from the table and gave
his sister a hug.

He whispered, “I’m so
sorry.”

“I understand,” Nora
whispered back, but she didn’t.

Nora untangled herself from her
brother and continued to clean up the table.

“Nora, I’ll do
it.”

“No, it’s fine. I won’t get
to do it here for much longer.”

With that, Danny made his
way to his room, head angled downward.

 


 


When the last dish was done
and drying, Nora walked out of the house to sit on the porch
outside. The air was cool and the night was welcoming, more
welcoming to her than anything in her life. She sat and regarded
the beauty of the night sky. Brilliant freckles of light sprinkled
across the dark canopy. Nora stayed out on the porch for the entire
night as thoughts ran through her head like hunters chasing prey.
She felt so helpless. There was nothing else she could do but let
this radical change swallow her whole.

 


 


The next day passed by like
nothing out of the ordinary had taken place. Nora went about her
housework, just as the rest of the McGills continued to work on the
livestock. Supper was again quiet. The only acknowledgments Nora
received were the occasional sympathetic looks from Danny. No one
wanted to look her in the eye.

It was as though they knew
they were doing something wrong, yet no one wanted to repair the
impending damage. No one wanted to mention the dangers of the
thousands of miles of travels that lay just ahead of this young
woman. No one wanted to mention how Nora would fare living in a
completely different country, because she’d never been outside of
Clifden. It was these unmentionable thoughts that plagued Nora’s
mind.

 


 


Her last night was nothing
short of torment. She lay in her bed that seemed more uncomfortable
than ever, staring up at a cracked ceiling. With every toss and
turn, she could hear the creaking of the bed frame. All these
familiar feelings and sounds were what she was going to miss the
most. These were the things that remained the same after her mother
had passed. Now, they were being ripped from her grasp and there
was nothing she could do.

She turned over and stared
at her two suitcases, moonlit from the sliver between her window
curtains. Everything she owned was in those two bags, making her
life seem even smaller. Two bags worth of belongings; that was it.
A tear rolled down her face, making a tiny splash on the hardwood
floor before it vanished through a crack.

 


 


At the break of dawn, Nora
was up. She collected her bags and headed out the door. James,
Patrick and Ray stood aside and let Danny escort his sister to the
beginning of her journey. All Nora got from her father was a pat on
the shoulder, more than could be said of her other two brothers.
Danny grabbed the suitcases and piled them into the small wagon.
Two black horses would pull the wagon to Westport in County Mayo.
Danny helped Nora into the wagon and grabbed the reins. The sun was
bright, yet the weather was cool as Nora gave one last wave to the
McGill household.

The horses trotted down the
path towards the port, and before Nora knew it, her old life had
disappeared into the haze behind her. The overwhelming pang of
loneliness reminded her of the life she had lived.

 


 


The four-hour journey to
Westport was quiet. Danny knew better than to try to make light of
things. The best he could do was to offer a sympathetic smile every
once in a while to the sister he loved. Nora was too busy
distracting herself by watching the road to notice her brother’s
futile, yet affectionate attempts to ease her pain. She became
almost hypnotized by the path ahead.

 


 


They reached Westport in the
late morning. Despite being one of the counties hit the hardest by
the potato blight, County Mayo’s port was bustling. Ships were
docked at the harbor as people went about their trade. This was it.
This was the start of Nora’s new life.

 


 


Danny tied up the wagon and
walked his sister over to the harbormaster. He paid the man with a
bag of coins as the man wrote Nora’s name on a sheet full of names.
People were still leaving Ireland for new starts in America. This
ship was to touch down in New York. Danny handed Nora’s belongings
to a deckhand, who put them into the massive ship’s
cargo.

This ship, Nora was sure,
had once been a coffin ship; one that had held hundreds of Irish in
dire conditions, haphazardly bringing them to a new world. Some of
them died before getting to shore.

 


 


Nora looked at her brother
and gave him a meek smile. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you,
too,” he said. “More than you’ll ever know.”

The siblings embraced and
when they were done, Danny slipped something into Nora’s palm. She
opened her small hand to discover her mother’s most beloved
necklace. It was a beautiful, old watch that hung from a gold
chain. The watch had never worked, forever stuck on midnight. Nora
turned it over in her hand, observing the detailed filigree on the
back.

“Where did you find this?”
she asked Danny.

Danny smiled.

“I’ve been holding onto it.
I knew that you would be the one who most deserved it. It’ll bring
you a bit of home wherever you go.”

The ship’s horn blew,
echoing through the air. Nora gave her brother another big
hug.

“Thank you!”

“Of course. Now be safe and
have the adventure I could only wish to have.”

The horn blew again, warning
passengers to get on quickly or be left behind. Nora put the
necklace on and squeezed her brother’s hands one last time before
turning towards the enormous clipper. She stood on the deck of the
vessel as it pulled away from the harbor. Danny became a speck on
the horizon in what seemed like a matter of minutes. Nora brushed
her thumb across the face of her mother’s watch necklace, forever
to be her only reminder of home.

 


 


When Ireland became nothing
but a brown and green mass across the blue surface of the ocean,
Nora ventured down below to find her room. She was assigned to Room
Number 126 and after walking a few minutes down a hallway of
similar doors, she found it
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