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      Amanda Gray

      

      Tonight was going to be a rowdy night.

      It was spring and there was a new crew of men in from Denver. Carpenters mostly.

      Whiskey Springs was booming. New houses were going up. New businesses.

      A church. A school. Even a new sheriff’s office.

      From the time I woke in the mornings until right before the sun started to set, I heard what I thought of as dueling hammers.

      The crosscut saws didn’t make so much noise, but the hammers filled the air with a never-ending off-key chorus.

      It was noticeable mostly because it was in stark contrast to the quietness of winter. In winter, no one built anything. Winter was a time of survival.

      Even the saloon was quiet in the winter. A few regulars who lived in town coming in for a drink and a game of cards. Some conversation. Trappers coming through now and then, bringing in their stacks of furs, taking a break from the harsh mountain life.

      Through the window in the saloon, I could see the rugged mountain peaks that surrounded the valley, still covered in snow.

      The snow wasn’t done with us, but it would be light now. Mother Nature went easy on us in the month of May.

      Flowers bloomed. Trees bloomed. Outdoors smelled fresh like a pine forest and the brisk wind-swept hints of that freshness indoors.

      The sun’s warmth melted away most of the snow, leaving patches of snow beneath the spruce trees to remind us of the winter we had survived.

      I didn’t mind. I didn’t mind any of it.

      I stood behind the bar of the Whiskey Springs Saloon and scanned the room.

      Molly was on piano tonight. She was quite good and her music was lively and uplifting. Sometimes I envied Molly. She was allowed to dress in a completely different style than I was.

      Tonight Molly wore a red dress with a white underskirt. The dress was shorter in front than in the back and came almost all the way up to her knees in the front. It was low-cut at the bodice and sleeveless. It was the kind of dress showgirls wore. Not that Molly was a showgirl, but it was her job to attract customers.

      Papa would never let me wear a dress like that. Even when I played the piano, he wouldn’t let me wear anything like the dresses Molly and the other girl who played piano got to wear.

      The dress I was currently wearing was pale emerald green, a pretty color I’d picked out myself. It had long narrow sleeves and a high, demure neckline. A million buttons down the front.

      It was part of the agreement Papa and I had made years ago. I remembered it well. I had been twelve years old and Mama had just gone back east to take care of her mother. Papa couldn’t leave me home by myself, so he’d brought me to the saloon with him. Since Papa owned the saloon, no one thought anything about a child being there.

      It hadn’t taken me long to get bored, so I’d started learning. I’d learned about the different drinks and since I already knew how to count money, I was practically running the bar by the time I was thirteen.

      Mama had left seven years ago. She was still in Savannah taking care of her mother. I read the letters that she and Papa wrote each other. Sometimes they talked about Mama bringing Grandma—a woman I had never even met—out here with her, but apparently Grandma wasn’t well enough to travel for the three plus months it would take for her to get from Savannah, Georgia to Whiskey Springs, Colorado.

      Sometimes they talked about me going to live with Mama, but Papa wasn’t willing to let me travel alone and he couldn’t leave the saloon that long to take me.

      I didn’t want to leave Whiskey Springs. Whiskey Springs was my home and the saloon was my world.

      I was nineteen now.

      I worked alongside Papa in the saloon every night. The customers knew me. They knew my father owned the saloon and they were all respectful and yet Papa never left me alone for more than a few minutes.

      We lived in a little cabin behind the saloon. Sometimes he would leave me at home alone, but I could tell he didn’t like it. He always made me lock the door in the evenings.

      It didn’t seem necessary. Whiskey Springs was a peaceful town and my uncle was the sheriff.

      But Papa and me, we did just fine.

      I guess he worried because I was what he called “of age.”

      I’d had six marriage proposals that I knew of. There were others Papa didn’t tell me about. I’d bet money on it.

      It didn’t matter to me that I was “of age.” I had no interest in getting married. Getting married would mean leaving the saloon.

      Even now Papa was teaching me how to keep the books.

      He’d told me several times over that one day the saloon would be mine.

      “Pumpkin,” Papa said. He called me Pumpkin when there was no one else listening.

      I reached high to pull a bottle of whiskey from one of the shelves behind the bar.

      “Yes, Papa?” I took the bottle of whiskey, opened it, and set it down beneath the bar. We’d be needing it soon.

      “I think it’s time you took a husband.”
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        Shawn Richard
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        The trip had been a disaster from the get go. The first disaster was when my cow’s milk dried up. Not a good start to a three-month long trek across the prairie.

        Fortunately, my neighbors were generous and they knew as well as I did that when it came time to turn Erma into nourishment, I would share with them.

        I would be putting that off, though. Erma had been my cow since before the war and she was more like a pet than a main dish.

        I didn’t tell anyone that, though, of course. That wasn’t the kind of thing a man was supposed to admit to.

      

      

      

      I sat back in my chair and reread the words I had just written.

      I sat in an upstairs room in a boarding house. Typical for a small town in the wild west. It was either this or the saloon. At least here I didn’t have to think so much about what typically went on in the bed.

      The room had the basics. A little bed that slept well enough and the sheets smelled freshly laundered.

      Besides, the bed, there a little dresser with a water pitcher and basin. A lantern. A couple of candles. That was just about it.

      My trunk, sitting at the end of the bed, served as a chair.

      From the sound of things going on outside the open window—men yelling, wagons rolling past—it was going to be a rowdy night. I’d heard the little town was rough, but rumors were just that. Rumors. Sometimes they were right. Sometimes not. Looked liked the rumors, in this case, had been right.

      Writing the first few pages of a new book was always the hardest part.

      That meant that Mondays were the hardest part of my work day.

      Started a new book on Monday. Finished that book on Friday. Wrapped it up and mailed it off on Saturday.

      Week after week after week.

      Some weeks I moved around on Saturday and Sunday, scoping out where I wanted to spend my week. Sometimes I stayed in the same little town for weeks at the time. Especially in winter. I stayed in the same little town for three months last winter.

      But it was spring now and my feet were itchy to move along.

      I had what my sister called the wanderlust.

      Didn’t want to stay in one place for very long.

      My writing schedule, though, had me staying put in a place for a week at the time. It was how I maintained my prolific writing schedule.

      This little room I’d booked through Saturday had everything I needed and more. I was a man of few needs.

      I had a bed with a soft mattress. A dresser with a pitcher of fresh water sitting in a wash basin.

      And most of all, I had a writing desk. A writing desk was a prerequisite to any place I rented.

      If the room didn’t come with a writing desk, I’d throw some money around and one would show up. The little towns didn’t always have reams of paper, though, so I stayed ahead on that. Paper, an ink well, and pens. Tools of my trade.

      A dime novel writer.

      I’d grown up reading them and somewhere along the way, I’d started writing them. I’d started writing them in secret first, not even telling my older sister, Olivia.

      Olivia and I had been close. She and I had traveled across the prairie ourselves. That was five years ago. She was married now. Living in a cabin out in the middle of nowhere.

      I’d written dozens of books in that cabin. It was a nice, peaceful place and I always had a room there. But, as Olivia said, I had the wanderlust.

      I needed coffee. That’s what I needed.

      Maybe I’d find some inspiration for my next cast of characters. That was another of the reasons I liked to move around so much.

      I created brand new characters every Monday, so being in a new town with new people was helpful in that particular area.

      People never knew that I was using them as characters in my novels. I was good at mixing it up so they never knew.

      That was half the fun of writing, for me at least. Making up people and situations.

      I went downstairs and out the front door of the boarding house owned by a little old lady whose husband had passed away just last year.

      Her name was Lucy and I’d already made her into one of my characters on the wagon train. Her new name in my book was Mary. My characters didn’t need fancy names to be entertaining.

      I walked down Main Street of the little town called Independence and found a diner. They had decent coffee and while I was there, I had a slice of apple pie.

      I took out a pencil and made a few notes about people I could use in future stories. I had notebooks full of them. Each time I used one of them, I marked through them. It was a pretty good system. Not that anyone would notice if I repeated a character.

      I distinctly remembered devouring hundreds of paperback stories when I was a boy. I never noticed details like that. Or maybe it wasn’t so much that I didn’t notice as it was I didn’t care.

      I loved diving into a new story and I’d stay with it until I finished it. Typically took me no more than a few hours to plow through one of them.

      After finishing up my coffee and pie, I wandered down to the General Store. Maybe they had a ream of paper so I could restock my supply.

      This particular town was in the valley. Wasn’t sure how I ended up here.

      I already missed the mountains. Saturday I would pack up and head back to the hills.

      Getting to move around was probably one of my biggest motivators to finish a book. Unless, of course, I liked the town. Still. I liked having the option of moving around.

      That and the regular checks my publisher deposited in my account. I was one of the most consistent writers my publisher had. Or so he said. I’d written a book every week for the last three years.

      It had taken me a little time to get my momentum going, but once I did, I stayed with it.

      The General Store had just about anything a man could want. Candles. Flour. Axes. Bolts of material.

      Personally, I didn’t need any of those things. I never cooked. I never cut my own firewood. And I had a tailor in Denver who made my clothes for me.

      I was checking out a shelf of hats, thinking about buying a new one, when a flyer pinned to the wall caught my attention.

      It was an advertisement for an opera. But it wasn’t the opera that caught my attention. I could take or leave opera. It was the location that caught my attention.

      Whiskey Springs.

      I had another sister, Ember, who lived near Whiskey Springs, but I’d never done more than ride through the little town itself.

      Maybe it was time to do more than just ride through Whiskey Springs.

      Whiskey Springs sounded like a good name for a town in my next few books. I could do a series.

      In the meantime, I had some work to do on the book I’d just started.
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      Amanda

      

      Still holding an empty glass in my hand, I turned and looked at my father.

      He had lost his sanity. I’d heard of that kind of thing happening.

      There was a place back east called an insane asylum where they put people who lost their sanity.

      Just a couple of weeks ago, a wagon had come through with three women locked inside. Apparently they had all lost their sanity for a variety of reasons.

      Papa had explained to me that the wild, unstructured west did that to people sometimes. It was more than they could handle.

      For some reason, I had gotten the impression that it was mostly women who lost their sanity.

      “Do you need to sit down, Papa?”

      I pulled over a wooden stool and guided him to sit.

      Not sure what to do with the empty glass in my hand, I decided to pour some of that whiskey I’d just opened into it.

      I pressed the glass into my father’s hands.

      “You should drink this,” I said. “It’ll make you feel better.”

      “I don’t need a whiskey, Pumpkin,” Papa said, setting the glass on the counter.

      “I’m worried about you, Papa.” I walked from one side of him to the other. “I don’t want them to come and take you away. I don’t want them to put you in the insane asylum.”

      Papa laughed.

      “It’s not funny, Papa,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “It’s not funny for you to go and scare me like this.”

      “I’m not insane. I’ve just been thinking.”

      Gaping at him in disbelief, I dragged our other stool over and sat down next to him.

      We had half a dozen men in the saloon right now, but they were all focused on a game of cards, not paying us any mind.

      Good. I needed to sort this thing out with Papa before the saloon filled up for the evening.

      “You know I’m not going to get married. I’m going to stay here and run the saloon.”

      “Your mother and I have been talking.”

      “Did you get a letter from her? Did the postman bring a letter yesterday?”

      If he had, Papa hadn’t shown me. He almost always shared Mama’s letters with me. It was our only way of keeping in touch with her.

      “Yes,” he said. “She agrees. You’re too old to be working in this saloon without a husband.”

      “Nonsense,” I said, standing up again and going back to wiping down glasses. “You should drink your whiskey.”

      “You know I don’t drink,” he said absently. “This is a serious matter.”

      “And who would you have me marry?” I made a wild gesture toward the men playing cards. “The old widower Mr. Jones? Or the blacksmith Mr… what’s his name?”

      “Wyatt.”

      “Yes. Mr. Wyatt.” I whirled back on my father. “Why, Papa?”

      “Never mind,” he said. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “Good idea. Let’s talk about it later.” Like never.

      When I got home tonight I’d pen a letter to Mama. I’d tell her that Papa’s sanity was slipping. Maybe she should try to find a way to get back out here. I know she had her mother to take care of, but Papa needed her, too.

      If I let her know just how serious Papa’s condition was, she would find a way to get her.

      “Actually,” Papa said. “I was against it. It was your mother’s idea.”
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      Shawn

      
      I finished up my book a day early, packed up, and left Independence. It was too rowdy for my blood and that was saying something.

      I didn’t mind a little rowdy. I used everything I could experience and everything I witnessed in my books. Maybe not right away. But eventually.

      But a man had been killed on the street two nights ago. Killed in cold blood.

      The fellow hadn’t been doing anything wrong. They said he looked at someone wrong.

      It could have been me. Sometimes I was so wrapped up in my made up characters that I forgot to pay attention to the real people around me.

      It was a good thing I finished my book early. It took me two days to get to Whiskey Springs.

      The little town was booming. Buildings going up everywhere. I rode past what must have been a dozen buildings in various stages of going up. Sawing. Hammering. Men moving about everywhere. If I didn’t have a job. This would be the place to find work.

      The little town had a positive vibe and I could already see my next story forming up in my head.

      I spent several hours riding around, looking around for a boarding house where I could lodge for a few days, maybe longer. Finally stopped at the General Store and asked. No boarding houses in Whiskey Springs.

      That left the saloon. It had been awhile since I’d stayed in a saloon and the Whiskey Springs Saloon looked like one of the best ones I’d seen.

      After I dropped my horse off at the livery, I walked across the street to the saloon. I heard the inviting music before I even reached the doors.

      It was nice and clean with a large window that looked out toward the mountain peaks.

      The piano music was inviting as I went in through the swinging doors.

      There was a card game going on in one corner of the room.

      I’d played cards once just for the experience. Once was enough. It wasn’t my thing and yet that experience gave me what I needed to write card games into my books.

      There was a grizzled fellow sitting on one of the wooden stools.

      A young lady in a ruffled red dress sat playing the piano. Her eyes were closed and she didn’t seemed to be concerned with anything other than the feel of the keys beneath her fingers.

      That was it. There was no one else in the saloon.

      Since I didn’t see a bartender, I took a seat at the other end of the bar to wait. The wooden bar stool was basic, a little rugged, but sturdy.

      The bar itself was a well-rubbed mahogany. I’d say it had seen a lot of activity in its day.

      It was over ten years old, if I had to venture a guess. Looked pretty much like every other saloon except for the big window in the front.

      Stairs leading up to the second floor where, with any luck, I’d secure a room. I’d start with one week. See how it went.

      With nothing to do but wait, I pulled a leather notebook and pencil out of my haversack. While I waited, I could at least take some notes. Figure out the name of the characters for my next book.

      Amanda, I decided for the female character.

      “Can I get you something, Sir?” It was the beautiful voice of an angel. Just a hint of a southern accent. Just enough that I knew she would be pretty before I even looked up.

      “Just some water,” I said as I looked up.

      The girl not only had the voice of an angel, she had the face of an angel. She was young. Clear, smooth skin that told me she didn’t go outside much. Long brunette hair secured on one side.

      Full red bow-shaped lips that smiled at me. And those eyes. Green eyes the color of a verdant forest after a rain shower.

      “Of course,” she said, her eyes lingering on mine a moment longer than necessary before she turned away to pour a glass of water.

      She wore a demure emerald green dress in clear contrast the scanty red dress the piano player wore. This girl was a lady. There was no question about that.

      A lady working in a saloon behind the bar.

      Intriguing.

      She set the glass of water
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