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Spring 1893

Of all the places he’d rather be, home with his mama was at the top. There was something about the atmosphere around her, peace and safety, as if God were with her every step of the day. He’d missed that living alone, but staying at the hotel had become necessary. Guests always needed something and riding over at all hours had quickly gotten old.

Nate rubbed his neck and poked his head in the door, calling for her. “Mama?”

Her face popped up in the far kitchen doorway. “My baby.” 

She dashed out, taking his face in her hands. Her palms were callused, the skin roughened from raising the four of them. It’d been hard for her when they were young, his papa spending most of his time drinking and gambling.

Her eyes grew soft. “What is it?”

She always knew. Perhaps that was her mother’s intuition, or again, her closeness to God, but whatever the reason, she never failed to see when things were wrong.

“A headache.”

She kissed his cheeks, her breath warm, and led him over to the settee. “Lie down, and I’ll fetch you something to eat and drink.”

He obeyed, only too glad to let her handle his life. Not that it was bad, but lately, the greater load of running the hotel had fallen on his shoulders.

“Where’s Papa?” he called. Low-volume noises bled through the wooden walls of the small house, the clinking of dishes, the crackle of paper. His gaze strayed, distracted by dust motes dancing in the window light.

His mama was a couple minutes replying. She stepped out with a wooden tray in her hands and placed it on the small round table at the foot of the settee. “Out. Which is the best place for him.”

Nate chuckled at her snappy expression. “What did he do this time?”

“We’ll not get into that,” she said. “It makes me ungodly.”

So he wouldn’t ask, but he did want to know.

She raised a porcelain plate and handed it to him.

“Cake?” He spoke with one bite already in his mouth, sugary sweet and flavored with spices. He closed his eyes and groaned. “Miss Hetty needs to take lessons from you.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full.”

He hushed at her reprimand and consumed the cake. 

She recaptured the plate afterward and returned it to the tray. “I’ll have some peppermint tea here in a few. That’s great for headaches.”

Peppermint tea was great for just about everything by his recollection. She’d fed it to them for stomachaches, sore throats, even cuts and scrapes. But he wouldn’t have it any other way. Nor would he trade in all the tough memories from his youth to belong to any other parents. He loved his family, was close to his siblings, the older two, Anne and Nick, and his younger brother, Chase.

“You know,” she continued, “you said it’d be easier for you to live at the hotel. But I worry. It just isn’t natural to spend so much time tending to everyone else.” She patted his knee. “You need to think about yourself. My handsome son should settle down.”

Her steely gaze told him enough about what she meant. She’d been after him for several years to “find a nice girl” and not what she’d termed “the questionable women that sashayed through the hotel.” He didn’t comment. Today was not the day he wanted to bring any of that up. His lack of a love life wasn’t really because he was opposed to it anyway. He simply hadn’t found the right woman.

His mother pushed to her feet. “The tea should be almost ready. You relax, and I’ll bring it.” She shuffled a few steps. “You will stay for supper. You hear me?”

“Yes, Mama,” he replied.

She disappeared again, and he reclined, allowing his mind to blank and the headache to take over. A wave of heat swept over him, fine sweat breaking out on his brow. Strangely, he shivered with it. Maybe this was more than a headache. Maybe he’d come down with something more serious.

A knock at the door reopened his eyes. When it repeated and his mother didn’t come to answer, he hauled himself up and crossed the short distance. His eyes spread at the sight of the woman on the stoop. 

She was dressed decidedly male – brown trousers tucked into a pair of worn boots, a man’s button-up knotted at her waist, and an overly large man’s hat, its brim stained oily with use. Her skin was smeared with fresh soil and her fingers browned with it as well. Despite all that, she appeared to be young and healthy. 

“May I help you?” he asked.

“I was looking for Mrs. Sawyer,” she replied. “My name’s Georgianna Smith. I brought her some onions.” She lifted a burlap sack in her hand.

Taken aback, Nate didn’t answer right away.

A smile rose on her lips. “Don’t tell me. You’re Nate. She always says you’re the cute one.”

This remark awakened him, and he matched her wide smile with one of his own. “She’s said nothing about you at all. If she had, I’d definitely remember it.”

Curling her lip between her teeth, the woman laughed once. She extended him the sack. “Well, you can give her the onions.”

Taking hold, the weight of the bag dragged his arm downward, the onions heavier than he’d thought they would be and the effort extremely tiring. He raised his gaze, acting as if nothing was wrong though.

Georgianna gave a nod. “Be seein’ you around, Nate,” she said, turning her back.

He watched her go, his gaze focused on the seat of her pants. She’d left a handprint there, hers probably, but it outlined her bottom very well.

“What’s this?” His mother spoke from behind.

Nate shut the door too hard, and her forehead wrinkled. 

“Onions,” he said. He raised the bag with a grunt. 

She stepped up to him and laid her palm to his brow. “You’re feverish. This is more than a headache.”

He sighed, his shoulders sagging.

“You need to be in bed.”

She took the onions from him and dropped them in the floor, leading him down the hall to his old bedroom. Lying there, any thought of Georgianna or food and the hotel faded. These clean white sheets seemed like the best place to be. Today and tomorrow and maybe for the rest of the week.
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Georgianna held in her embarrassment until she’d entered the house, then released it with a very unladylike oath. Of all the days to look like an uneducated fool, it should be when Nate Sawyer answered her neighbor’s door. Then, she had to go and stick her foot in her mouth, say all that about how cute he was.

Rubbing two fingers across her cheek, she sighed and shuffled toward an old wood stove. She set a large pot on to boil and dragged the washtub into the center of the room. Removing her hat, she dropped it in a chair and proceeded to undo the buttons of her shirt and slip out of her workpants. Clad in only her underthings and a loosely-tied corset, she padded to the bedroom, a few feet away, dug out a bar of lavender soap and a lace-edged washrag.

Sunk deep in the heated water, minutes later, she reclined, her neck pillowed on the washtub’s hard edge. Her fingers naturally wandered over the tiny mound growing in her middle. 

She had no right to look at Nate Sawyer anyway, should think more seriously about accepting the attention of Arthur Willowby. He was older. Settled. Persistent. He’d made it clear he was looking for a wife and she was his first pick. But frankly, he made her skin crawl with his yellow teeth and stubby fingers, and thought of kissing him sent her into a paroxysm. 

She had no guarantee he was kind anyway. Chances were, once he found out about her situation, he’d toss her out. Few men wanted to raise another man’s bastard offspring. It wouldn’t matter that she regretted her actions. That would, in fact, make things worse because she’d have to admit she’d been loose with her morals, and people had nasty names for women like that.

Releasing a long breath, Georgianna grasped the washrag and worked the soap over it, creating a fragrant lather. She took her time cleansing, sinking below the water afterward to rinse the soil from her hair. The temperature turning tepid, she climbed out and wrapped herself in a thick blanket.

Nate Sawyer was a daydream. She’d snuck into the bachelor auction he’d held for Ariana Deveaux almost a year ago and wished she could afford to bid on him. She couldn’t afford furniture or a new dress, much less such an expensive dinner. Besides, she’d heard he wasn’t the type to marry. You had only to walk in the hotel to find two or three women chasing his coattails. Clearly, he enjoyed the attention and had no interest in a wife.

That didn’t stop her from thinking it though. Standing at the bottom of his mother’s steps, gazing into those fabulous eyes, she’d pictured him interested in her.

“Psh.” She blew out a breath and padded to her bedroom, the space not six foot square. She dressed mindlessly, donning a rumpled cotton frock, and spent a number of minutes brushing tangles from her hair. Returning to the kitchen, she tidied up her mess and settled in a straight-backed chair, a small pot of beans in her lap.

Growing things was her one joy. She’d always had a green thumb, had spent many an hour in the garden back home, raising different edibles. Her papa, when he’d been living, had taught her all she knew, but his advice on vegetables had done her little good when it came to life choices.

She’d chosen badly in Doug Henderson. Full of promises, she’d believed him when he’d said he’d marry her. He’d flashed his pearly whites, whispered naughty things in her ear, enticing her into his bed. Yet, not two days later, he’d run off with fat Margaret.
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