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Louisiana, June, 1882

A dozen ladies fanned their faces, seeking relief from the extreme heat inside the church. In appearance like so many frilly wallflowers, each competing with the next to appear the prettiest. This was the event of the season. No matter the girl being wed was only fifteen. No matter her new husband was fifty-six. That was set aside to show off this one’s new bonnet and that one’s new shoes.

“Dearly beloved,” the minister said in a rumbling voice, “We are gathered here today to join in holy matrimony ...” 

He continued speaking, but no one paid him much mind, their thoughts on Mrs. Delarose’s fancy wedding cake quickly melting in the reception room, and Mrs. Plum’s special punch, which Mr. Plum surely spiked, thinking no one would know.

The girl trembled, a pitiful wilted flower bouquet quivering in her grip. Face pale, brow lined with sweat, she stared upward at the fat, old man to become her husband and scowled.

Her parents forced her to do this. Things had been tight at home, so tight they’d sacrifice her virtue for a dollar. Daddy’s gambling and Mama’s drinking had run them into debt, and Old Man Nichols had a fancy for their pretty young’un.

You’ll have a June weddin’, her mama had said. I think that dress you wore to Amy Sue’s party will work fine.

A party dress, but not a wedding gown; June, only three weeks away, and the entire town turned out for her humiliation. She’d submit. She had no choice. Then she’d go home with him and close up her feelings. No one would get in. Not him. Not her folks. Not any of these neighborly people who sat and observed.

“Say, ‘I do,’” the minister prompted.

She clutched the flowers tighter, her palms sweaty, and stared at the lust in her husband-to-be’s eye. “I do.”

The entire room breathed its relief, and he licked his chops. She was a bone dressed like roast beef tossed to a rabid dog.

“Do you, Efraim Nichols, take this girl ... uhm, woman ... to be your bride ...” The minister corrected himself midway and got an eager response. He hurried to complete the ceremony. He, too, wanted cake and punch ... and to wipe his hands of this mess.

She suffered it, suffered the fat man’s lips on hers, suffered her arm in the crook of his sleeve, and endured the laughter afterwards by inebriated people choking on sugary dessert.

Too early and too eager, her spouse loaded her in his wagon, speeding down the lane toward his big house. There, he yanked her out and forced her indoors, pudgy fingers tearing her dress in his haste. 

She squealed and screamed, pounding her fists on his back, and forced onto the bed, skirt rucked, felt his great weight squeeze the breath from her chest. 

Hate rose in her, black and searing, and she made space for it, clinging to it as her only means of survival.
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Florida, March, 1885

A tiny bell on the door tinkled lightly, announcing the man’s entrance into the general store, and he turned his steps across the wood planks toward the long counter on the far wall.

“Virgil, I figured you’d be in today,” said the woman behind the counter. Maude Dresslin, wife of Hiram Dresslin, owner of the store. Her hair wrapped tight in a bun, she beamed from her place behind the register.

Tipping his hat, Virgil settled a tightly-wrapped cloth bundle in front of her. “Yes, ma’am, was hoping you’d take a look at these.”

“Well, now, let me see ...” Unfolding the outer strip of tanned leather, she smoothed the edges back and eyed the stack of decorative embroidery. “Lovely, just lovely. I don’t know how you do it, and you such a big man.”

Leaning his weight on one elbow, he couldn’t help but smile. “You can thank my ma for that. She didn’t have a daughter and couldn’t bear the craft to die.”

The woman raised her gaze, several delicate pieces suspended in her fingers. “I’d have liked to meet her and thank her for that. Your work is in great demand. Just yesterday, Mrs. Leonard was in, asking when I’d have more.” She laughed lightly. “Imagine that. Grown women, capable of doing their own work, would rather purchase that done by a handsome man.”

She continued her inspection.

The doorbell rang again, and he glanced in that direction, surprised to see a stranger enter. A young boy wearing loose trousers and a dusty, long-sleeved shirt sauntered to the right. Head ducked, eyes hidden beneath the brim of an overlarge hat, he averted his face. Virgil’s interest sharpened.

“Can I help you, son?” asked Maude.

The boy gave no response but, snagging a jar of peach preserves, waved it upward.

Virgil swiveled his stance, drawing himself to his full six-foot-three inch height. Something wasn’t right. Why wouldn’t the boy speak? Walking lightly around the end of the display, he watched silently as the boy snagged items from the shelf and tucked them into his shirt.

A thief. Taking a step forward, Virgil stretched out one long arm and snagged the boy’s wrist. “You need to put that back.”

A high-pitched gasp burst from the boy, and he yanked his hand backwards, planting his boots against the shelf. His feet slipped forward, his shirt gapping open with his movements, and in an instant, the jar of preserves fell out, shattering on the floor.

Virgil’s gaze dropped to the goopy mess, his fingers loosening in response, and with one swift tug the boy pulled free. Sprinting for the door, he was gone. 

Virgil frowned. The young scamp wouldn’t get away with that. Without remark to Mrs. Dresslin, he dashed out the front door, casting a quick glance down the boardwalk for any sight of the boy. Two storefronts down, he spotted him ducking into an alley. 

He crooked a smile. That alley came out by the livery, and he knew a shortcut. Going left instead of right, he circled the general store, squeezing through the narrow gap between buildings, and stepped out directly in the boy’s path. With one swift grasp, he took hold and hauled him to a stop.

“No, now, I don’t know how your mama raised you, but mine taught me what the Good Book says about stealing. You owe Mrs. Dresslin one jar of preserves. I imagine she can find you some work ...”

No sooner had the words left his lips, than the boy raised one foot, bringing the heel down hard on Virgil’s toe. An unbidden oath left his lips. His grasp tightening, he twisted around, slinging the boy against the back wall of the store, and in that moment, the boy’s hat fell off.

He stared wide-eyed at the vision before him.

A woman. This wasn’t a boy, but a beautiful, young woman. Blonde hair framed clear skin lightly dusted red from the sun, delicate tendrils brushing her cheeks. Lifting her chin, she glared at him, the loveliness of her gaze souring with her angry expression.

“Why do you need to steal?” he asked, his voice dropping low.

She didn’t respond, but the hatred gleaming in her eyes turned their pale green depths a darker mossy shade.

He inhaled. She had to have a reason. Maybe it was simple, and she was hungry. But if that were so, she could have asked at the church ... dressed as a female. Instead, she masqueraded as a boy. Finding out why would take more time than he had right now. 

He had to decide what to do with her. He could turn her over to the law, but they wouldn’t be so kind. Setting aside her thieving, a woman wearing trousers would brand her for life in this small town. He couldn’t do that to her.

“Here’s how this will go,” he said. “You’re gonna put your hat on and go back to being a boy. I’ll pay for the preserves. Mr. and Mrs. Dresslin are good people who deserve that. Then you’ll come home with me.”

This enraged her. Kicking outward, she aimed for his knee, but he dodged, his hand pressing harder on her chest. Her feminine curves became plain beneath his fingers, tender flesh, bound flat to hide it. He stood stalwart for a moment, his head tilted, then transferred his grip to her shoulder.

“There isn’t any escape,” he said calmly, “and you ought to be grateful to me, ’cause you’re in a world of trouble. I don’t think you want to sit in jail. As pretty as you are, things won’t go well for you.” 

“So you take me for yourself,” she snapped.

Hearing her voice, he paused. “If that’s what you think, you’re wrong, but we can argue it later. For now ...” Not releasing his grip, he stooped and retrieved her hat. “Put your hat on and keep your trap shut.”

Coiling her hair into a knot, she returned the hat to her head and ducked her gaze. He gripped her arm firm enough she’d know escape was a bad idea and dragged her after him toward the store. Stepping in the entrance, his eyes met with Maude’s, and he grimaced.

“Caught your thief,” he said, gruffly.

Maude swept out from behind the counter, her skirt brushing the floorboards.

“He and I have made a deal. I’ll take care of the damage.” Virgil nodded toward the mess. “And he’ll work it off at my place. Hunger’s one thing. Thieving’s another.”

Maude’s brown-eyed gaze sharpened toward the faux-boy in his grip. “I hope you know how fortunate you are, young man,” she said crisply. “Virgil Moses is one of the best men in these parts, kind and generous, as proven by his handling of you. But he’s also one of the strongest. I once saw him move a broken wagon under his own strength.”

When the “boy” didn’t respond, she tapped her foot. “Well?”

Virgil faced his new captive, extending one hand, palm upward. “Give me what else you got hid in there.” 

The woman raised her gaze just enough he could see the fury in her eyes. He ignored it, waiting patiently for her to obey. 

Digging slender fingers into the neck of her shirt, one by one she extracted several things. He gathered them all and set them on the counter. “Take all of that off whatever you’ll give me for the embroidery,” he said to Maude, “and include the preserves.”

Maude returned to her place, adding figures on a slip of paper. “That’s one twenty-five,” she said.

He simply nodded. “Put it all in a bag.”

Minutes later, bag in hand, he dragged his reluctant female captive out of the shop to the edge of the street. “You didn’t walk. Where’s your horse?”

She pointed toward a rather expensive gelding tied a few doors down. He stared at the horse then back at her. Where’d she get an animal of that caliber? More stealing?

Without asking, he unhooked his own and walked it along the boardwalk. “Get on.” Jabbing her in the shoulder, he took the reins of her horse, holding steady until she was seated, then mounted his own and turned them both toward home.

He had a lot of thinking to do now, important decisions to make. As a boy, she could hide out at his place for a good long while. As a woman, it complicated things. He had no immediate neighbors, but people did wander through from time to time. Anyone living here would know he was single. It’d be safer for her to remain a boy. But—

He glanced at her girlish figure seated on the horse, now so plain to his eye.

She wasn’t a boy. She was the most attractive woman he’d seen in several years. Thought of the other brought a lump in his throat. No woman that pretty should treat herself like a man.

The rattle and squeak of their saddles slowly took over his thoughts. He’d play it by ear for now, get through today, and make a harder choice in the morning ... one seasoned by prayer and reading the Scriptures. God would direct him to do what was best for them both.

[image: A black and white logo

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

Genevieve Nichols seethed with resentment. No man, however handsome, strong, or stubborn would ever ... She paused in her thoughts, taking in Virgil’s magnificent build – broad shoulders, well-muscled arms, and powerful thighs. A tingle slithered up her spine, curling claw-like around her gut. He was a man’s man, the type you didn’t argue with because the consequences were too steep.

The clop of the horses’ hooves became a steady pattern matching the thump of her pulse.

To come all this way and get caught thieving foodstuffs was humiliating, but she’d been so very hungry. Three days ago, she’d accepted a bite from an overweight bar mistress, who’d believed her young boy act so convincingly, she’d laid a hand on her thigh. Getting out of that had been tricky, but she’d managed, determined never to put herself in such a place again. On the other hand, starvation encouraged people to do desperate things, and today’s fiasco was the result.

The Florida spring temperatures were already too warm, and an hour into their ride, her shirt clung sticky to her skin. She was grateful when he stopped in the shade of several sapling oaks and dismounted.

Removing her hat, she let her hair fall over her shoulders and caught his eye. His attention was frank and direct, the harsh lines of his jaw, the flex of his neck muscles, speaking volumes about his interest. She shivered to realize it was mutual. Though she’d vowed to never be seen as a woman again, she enjoyed his assessment.

“There’s a stream if you want to cool off,” he said, with a nod to the right. “It’s a ways yet to my place.”

A ways? How far out did he live? She didn’t ask, but dismounted and trailed after him down to the water. 

The stream purled lazily around limestone rounded from years of the waters’ movement. Darkened by fallen leaves to the color of strong tea, the water tasted sweet on her tongue. She indulged herself in a few gulps then splashed a handful on her face, allowing it to dampen her shirt. The bindings on her chest cut harsh into her flesh. His inadvertent grasp of her breasts earlier had told him all he needed to know about her gender. Surprisingly, he’d released them, but not until his eyes lit, enjoying the moment.

Gray eyes, cold as ice, set deep in a strong brow. He was smart, Virgil Moses, but not hasty. He would think things out, weigh his options, and do what was best for all involved. His taking her in was enough evidence of that. He could have, like he’d suggested, turned her into the law. She was grateful he didn’t, but not about to admit it because she had other, more important, things to consider. A solitary man, living far out from most other humans, locked up in four walls with an eighteen-year-old girl, would eventually need to satisfy the animal side of himself. 

She shuddered, her recent history fresh in her mind. She wanted no more to do with men, no more with being their toy, had even gone so far as to hate looking like a girl. She’d come within inches of shearing her hair off as a result, but in the end, couldn’t quite do it. Now, Virgil’s eyes on her face, she saw the folly of that.

He curled his fingers into his palm, his desire to handle it evident in the motion. She fixed it for him, leaning back against a tree and returning her hair beneath her hat.

It didn’t have the effect she’d desired, however. His gaze shifted along her neck, coming to a rest on her lips, and it was as if she could feel him there, taste what it’d be like if he gave in. Desire to know foamed inside, irrepressible, and that confused her. She’d worked so hard to become what she was not, to deny her femininity. But next to him, she felt it more than she ever had. Confusing, because she couldn’t afford to.

He rose to his feet. “Mount up,” he said. “I want to get there before dark.”

She did as she was told, burying her fears with the dip of her chin and the sound of their feet crossing the ground.
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Tilting a chair beneath the door handle, Virgil circled the woman standing stalwart in the center of his house. Unblinking, he spoke confidently, so she’d get the point. “There’s no way out of this house except past me and, as you know by now, a long walk to anywhere if you try it.”

Taking her hat from her head, he tossed it into a chair, and her hair tumbled over her shoulders. He stared in wonder. If ever a woman’s hair was truly her glory, as the Scriptures said, the brilliant strands framing her face were definitely hers.

She jutted out her chin. “Gonna take the rest off, too? Go ahead. You can’t hurt me.”

He didn’t respond. When they’d stopped by the stream, he’d seen it on her face, a desire for him to act like every other heavy-handed, greedy male out there. She’d been treated rough by somebody, and expected him to do the same.

This was a dare then. She dared him to make a move. 

Grasping her face, he turned it left and trailed his gaze down her to her waist. Releasing her, he crossed the room, entering his bedroom and stood there over the chest that had remained sealed for the last eight years. Eight long, lonely years and the memory of his wife’s passing still as strong as it’d ever been. Yet he needed her things now and so wouldn’t make a shrine of them.

He flipped the latch and hauled open the lid, the feminine scent that was hers filling his nostrils. It was different though than it had been, musty and faded. She’d been so alive, a ray of sunshine in a dark room, but after her passing, what illumination she’d given had slowly, year by year, dimmed.

Reluctance seized hold of him to disturb her things, but forced ahead, he held his breath and did so anyway, removing a simple everyday gown from the mix. Shaking it out, he eyed it, shutting the lid of the chest with a thunk. 

It’d need more length. This woman was taller ... and he suspected, more endowed. His wife had been a delicate creature, a gossamer thread stretched from earth to heaven for only a brief time. He’d let the gown out, and it’d serve just fine.

He returned to the living area to find her in the same place. Hands in her pants pockets, she held tight for whatever was to come. He raised the dress up to her, tucking it around her sides, and made a mental measurement.

“It’ll do,” he said.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SUZANNE D WILLIAMS

WEsTERN WOMEN
Book 1





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





