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Chapter One

Graham, Pennsylvania

Spring 1850
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“Hurry up and get that order out, gal? What’re you wearing, a lead apron?”

Suzanne chewed her lip, pushing back her rising frustration toward her boss. She was moving as fast as she could, filling orders and getting them to their designated tables, but Brian never seemed to be satisfied with her work.

The lunch crowd at the Decklin Cafe was large and boisterous as any weekday afternoon as she pushed her way through the swinging doors, a steaming hot meal and cup of coffee on her tray. With the cafe being the only eatery for a good fifty miles, the crowd was to be expected. The café’s brisk business factored into her decision to apply for work there. She knew they were always in need of help.

She eased past the other waitress, a girl of sixteen named Maggie, turning her body to the side and shifting the tray onto her shoulder, as she made her way to table seven. The lone man, a tall, ruddy looking fellow who hadn’t even bothered to take off his hat when he’d come in, sat scowling at her approach.

Before she could even reach him, he snarled at her. “It’s about damn time. Never had such slow service in all my born days.”

She said nothing as she moved near the table. She hadn’t served him any slower than any of the other twenty or so customers she’d had today. The man was in a sour mood when he came in. Whatever’s stuck in his craw, it isn’t my fault.

“Sorry about that. We’re a bit busy.” She shifted the tray off her shoulder, intending to sit it on the edge of the rectangular wooden table.

At that precise moment, Maggie jogged past her back, pushing the small metal cart she used when busing the tables. One of the wheels struck the back of Suzanne’s heel, and in her flat slippers, she felt the blow. Knocked off balance, she spilled the entire contents of her tray onto the table, the floor, and into the lap of her tight faced customer.

He jumped up from his seat, brushing chunks of food from his work-shirt and denims. “Dammit, girl! You make me wait all day for my lunch, then you make me wear it?”

She was already working to clean up the spilled remnants of his Brunswick stew, biscuits and coffee. “I’m so sorry, sir. Are you all right?”

“Just fine, other than being hungry and covered in slop!”

Brian rushed over, frowning at her as always. Ever the expression chameleon, he put on his best smile for the customer. “I’m sorry, sir. I heard the fracas. We’ll get you cleaned up, and get you a whole new meal, on the house, o’course.”

The man responded with a terse nod. “All right, but better be quick about it. I’ve got to get back to work.”

She picked up a cloth napkin. “Let me help you clean up a bit, sir.” She extended the napkin toward some of the brown stew base that had spilled on his shirt.

He jumped back as if she were trying to touch him with a lit torch. “No! Don’t touch me. You’re the one who got me like this in the first place.”

She backed off. “Again, sir, I’m very sorry.”

“Hmm.” He folded his arms over his chest and stalked away to the counter.

Brian grasped her forearm and pulled her close to him. “Suzanne, what is wrong with you? You got all the grace of newborn foal.”

She rolled her eyes, put a bit of space between them. “I apologized more than once, Brian. Besides, Maggie bumped me with the bus cart—”

“Don’t go blaming Maggie, that innocent young thing.” His eyes tracked across the cafe, where she was taking a customer’s order. “It’s your own clumsiness that’s at fault here. Why my Mama insisted on hiring you, I’ll never know.”

There it was, the same old saw. It always came down to her past where he was concerned. She was a former whore, and Brian had made it clear from the very beginning that he didn’t want her sullying his respectable business. But his mother, Leslie, owned the place, and her decisions were law. Still, Brian had made it his personal mission to spend every day she worked there making things as difficult for her as he possibly could. She supposed he hoped she’d quit, but she had no intention of doing so. If she were going to open her own bakery as she’d dreamed of doing since girlhood, she needed this valuable experience, as well as the funds.

“I’ll work on being steadier on my feet.” She said the words as smoothly as possible through her clenched teeth.

“See that you do, because any more mishaps like this and you’ll be out of a job!” He spun and began to stride away, then stopped to shout at her again from behind the counter. “And the cost of that man’s meal is being deducted from your pay!” On the heels of that declaration, made loud enough to be heard in Gettysburg, he disappeared through the swinging doors into the kitchen.

As many curious pairs of eyes landed on her, Suzanne hung her head, knowing he’d purposefully set out to embarrass her. Inside, she knew she wasn’t nearly as bad at waiting tables as Brian made her out to be, but his words stung nonetheless.

Her face burning with heat, she slipped out the back door of the cafe, shutting it behind her.

* * * * *
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DRAINING THE REST OF his lemonade, Andrew Powers watched Suzanne slip out of the cafe. She’d obviously been upset, and rightfully so. The way she’d been treated for making a simple human mistake was far above what she was due.

He checked the silver pocket watch tucked into his tan uniform shirt, noting the time. He had about ten minutes left in his lunch break before he was due to relieve the sheriff for the afternoon. Percy was an easygoing boss, but he was also very insistent about keeping to a schedule.

Setting a half-eagle coin on the table to pay for his lunch, he stood. As he eased toward the cafe’s front door, he heard his waitress, young Maggie Pew, calling out behind them.

“You have a nice day, Deputy.”

He turned back to offer a polite nod, then placed his hat atop his head and stepped outside.

The day was temperate, the air holding the brisk breeze of early spring. Birds trilled and sang in the verdant green treetops, and the sky held only a few thin, wispy things that could barely be categorized as clouds.

He thought again of the lovely Suzanne as he stepped onto the plank walk. He was a regular at the cafe, as were most folks who worked and plied their trades in town, so he knew she hadn’t worked there long, just over three months. In that time, however, she seemed to spark the manager’s ire at nearly every turn. He didn’t know how the other customers saw it, or if they even looked up from their plates long enough to notice it, but he could tell the manager had a personal problem with Suzanne. He also had a pretty good idea as to why.

He meandered down the walk, and instead of going left toward the sheriff’s office inside the town hall, he headed right, toward the edge of town. Before he could stop himself, he went around the side of the cafe, seeking Suzanne.

He found her in the small courtyard behind the cafe, where a few tables had been set for use during the warmer months. She sat atop one of the iron tables, her back to him. She seemed to be looking off into the forest beyond the short wooden fence surrounding the courtyard. He could see her dark hair bound up in a low bun, revealing the soft feminine curve of her neck as it flared to her shoulders, bared by the cut of her shirtwaist. The frothy white frills of the billowy top only accented the burnished bronze of her skin. Below it, her small waist tapered into a set of comely hips, resting on the tabletop.

This woman enchanted him, enthralled him, captured his attention in more ways than he could fathom. He felt much like a schoolboy with his first crush, but she was a woman, with much experience in the ways of love. Still, he took every opportunity to be close to her, especially when they could be alone. Some might think him foolish for being enamored with a former whore, but there was no escape from his feelings.

“Afternoon, Miss Suzanne.” He knew others might hear them, so he kept his greeting formal.

She turned her upper body toward him, and he could see the tears streaking her lovely face. Wiping them away, she gave him a weak smile. “Oh, good afternoon, Deputy.”

“I hope I didn’t startle you.” He knew she might be startled if she knew what he wanted to do to her, but he didn’t let on.

“No, no, it’s quite all right.” She sat up a bit taller, composed herself. “How are you?”

He smiled, enjoying the way her pert bosom thrust out in his direction. Trying to shift his appreciative eyes back to her face, he nodded. “I’m doing just fine. But what about you? I heard Brian shouting at you in there.”

Her gaze dropped, and when she looked up again, her golden eyes sparkled with the tears she was holding back. “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m all right. He’s just a bit anxious and high strung.”

He watched her, taking in the delicate way she used the side of her hand to brush a wayward lock of hair away from her face. “If you ask me, that Brian is a complete cad. He must have stick up his ass the size of the entire state of Pennsylvania.”

That made her laugh, a pleasant tinkling sound, carefree and feminine in every aspect. She stifled the giggles with her hand, then tamped them down. Mirth still danced in her eyes. “Why, Deputy. What a thing to say!”

“It’s the truth.”

“That it is.” And she broke out into another peal of laughter.

Seeing her smile delighted him. Even when she’d first arrived in town with Deidra LaRue all those years ago, he’d thought her a beauty. It turned out she was even more beautiful in the throes of laughter, with her head thrown back, her countenance displaying her merriment.

Something came over him and without thought, he moved closer to her. The next thing he knew, he rested his hands on the tabletop, leaning close to her. “Walk with me for a moment?”

She looked at him, as if trying to guess his motives. After a long silence, she nodded. “All right, but just for a moment.”

He grasped her hand as she slid down off the tabletop, and they began walking.

They strolled toward the woods a few feet away, where they crossed the boundary that ended Main Street. There, under the shade of the pines and poplars, he raised her chin. There were no people out here, and he wanted to make good use of the privacy.

“I’ve dreamed of kissing you for so long.” He gazed down at her lips.

She met his eyes. “I’m not stopping you.”

He lowered his head and kissed her lips, finding them sweeter than the ripest of blackberries. Her hands ran up and down his arms as the kiss deepened, and he relished how soft and pliant her lips were beneath his. Her tongue darted around his, and he groaned. His shaft was as hard as a railroad spike, and hers was the opening he wanted to drive into more than anything.

Pulling back from the kiss, he gently eased the shoulders of her shirtwaist down to her elbows. She offered no objection, holding his eyes with a wicked smile. Beneath the shirtwaist, she wore a corset that cinched her pert little breasts up in such an enticing manner that he couldn’t help lifting one out of the garment. Taking in the sight of her lovely brown globes and feeling the weight of the one he held in his hand, aroused him so much he thought he might spill then and there. With her trembling and sighing, and the sunlight shining on her burnished skin, he dipped his head to taste her ripe nipple. Drawing the bud into his mouth, he licked and sucked it until her knees buckled. Her soft sighs wafted past his ears on the cool afternoon breeze.

“Drew, we can’t...” Her attempts at protest, while endearing, were weak and unconvincing.

Still, he knew she was right. While he wanted nothing more than to raise her skirts and bury his shaft deep inside her, they would soon be missed if they didn’t return to their posts.

He remembered his duties and released her, then helped her to right her clothing. He wanted to stay and pleasure her further, but he knew they both had work to get back to. Until he had more time to spend with her, he would have to content himself with the knowledge that he’d been able to kiss and caress her, if only for a few moments. “I must get back to my post. Have a nice day, Suzy.” They were out of earshot, and there was no need for formality.

She offered a wave, and fluttered those long, dark eyelashes at him. “Goodbye, Drew.”

He eased away, going back around the building the way he’d come, and getting back on the plank walk. On the way, he paused to will his member back into an unaroused state. He passed the cafe and the Bank of Graham before returning to town hall.

Inside, Percy was sitting on the edge of the big oak desk, reading an edition of the Philadelphia Sun. “How was lunch, Drew? What’s Leslie got on special today?”

“Brunswick stew.” He hung his hat on the peg near the door. “Any good news in the paper?”

“You bet. President Taylor had a meeting with some of those secessionist nuts here in February.”

He shook his head. For him, there was really no debate when it came to slavery. Owning another human being was morally wrong. Even if the circumstances were reversed and men of color held white men in perpetual servitude, he’d still believe it was wrong. “And what came of that?”

“Not much, but Taylor did let ‘em know that if they’re figuring on seceding from the Union, then they can count on being hanged as a consequence.” He folded the paper and tucked it under his arm. “Here’s hoping he put the fear of God in ‘em.”

“Amen.” He hoped to live the see the day the institution of slavery died a quick death. He didn’t follow politics since he felt they didn’t have much to do with a small-town deputy, least of all a colored man. He knew Percy would keep him updated, since he was a voracious consumer of every newspaper and magazine he could get his hands on.

Percy stood, got his hat. “Well, I’m gone for the afternoon. Be here to relieve you ‘round seven.” With a wave, he departed.

Andrew took his seat behind the desk and leaned back in the chair. There wasn’t much to be done today—a few reports to fill out and file and a bit of sweeping up to do. But he never knew when the mayor might assign him some task, or a citizen might come in with something for him to handle. Settling in for the long afternoon, he let his eyes shift to the view outside the window near the desk. The people of Graham were out and about, moving down the plank walk on foot, and traveling Main Street in their various wheeled conveyances and atop the backs of horses. He liked to sit by the window and watch them getting on with their day. As long as he and Percy did their jobs well, the people of Graham could do just that.

His thoughts wandered until they landed on Suzanne. Watching the way Brian Decklin had laid into her over the spilled tray made him want to box the man’s ears. Seeing her smile and hearing her laughter had done much to soothe his anger. He could see her in his mind’s eye, head tilted back, eyes closed, her glossy hair shining in the sunlight as she laughed. The rounded beauty of her breasts, the way they felt in his hands and mouth. Lordy, she was lovely.

It came to his mind that she could use a protector, someone who would come to her defense against brutes like Brian. He’d stayed away from her in years past, when she’d been one of Miss LaRue’s loose girls, because it wouldn’t have set well with the townsfolk to have one of their lawmen associating with a whore. Now, though, Suzanne was just another citizen. Regardless of what other folks thought of her, he had no qualms about her past. He believed judging was best left to the good Lord above.

Tucking his hands behind his head, he smiled. Until some important town business drew him back to reality, he set his mind on enjoying his fantasies of her.
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