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  Sally Murphy




  Sally Murphy is a novel about a New York orphan sent on a train to the Midwest and adopted by a preacher. The story chronicles Sally’s life from chaotic childhood to adulthood while she finds love for a man and stability in herself.




  Liberty Road




  Forced into her chaotic life, Ida Keller flees until she stumbles upon Barnhill and Christopher Trapp.




  Chris Trapp, saloon owner, secretly cherishes Ida.




  When the man who haunts Ida’s past arrives and threatens her, Chris risks his sheltered life to guard her.




  Ida and Chris put aside years of destruction and learn healing in their love for each other.




  Travis Pass




  The Eversby’s begin their quest to forge a new life in the west when hardship strikes.




  The Kubat’s, armed with only the barest necessities, travel toward the freedom of new America.




  Will each family, with so many differences, learn that distance and separation won’t dissolve the unbreakable bonds of freedom and love?




  Rock Creek




  When her mother, Belle, is murdered during a barroom brawl, Lindsay’s only chance of survival is to live with her father, Travis Pass.




  Under his care, she learns love and security until Ernie Atkins destroys all that. Ernie’s evil act forces Lindsay to make choices that affect her life, the life of her fiancé, Luc Fricke, and the life of her unborn child. With the help of people who live on the shores of Rock Creek, Lindsay learns that love and commitment can turn even the worst of circumstance around.




  Whiskey Shots Volume 1




  Brass Star— Nate Horner rides from his troubled past. Personal exile and tormented regrets forge his path. Can he find solace and forgiveness through friendships from the people of Barnhill?




  Heart Forgotten— Karlee Dorn tries to forget painful memories of years gone by.




  Tom Miller tries to remember a past forgotten. Can two lost souls bond to forge a new trail together?




  Albert’s Rain




  Albert plans to escape slavery until he meets Rayna. When Rayna is attacked by Master Bristol, Albert offers the support of friendship. When Albert’s life is threatened, Rayna forces him to run to save his life. This story chronicles their flight toward freedom and love and follows the pair as they struggle with life choices that accompany independence.




  Arpetta Honor




  Lorenz Arpetta, a prominent attorney, struggles with daily life, an unbalanced wife, and a secret love.




  Jane Watson upholds the honor of her duties as a servant in Arpetta Manor, all the while loving a man she will never embrace.




  Misfortune brings Jane and Lorenz together. Is honor and strength enough to bring their love alive?




  Viveka’s War




  A historical romance set during the Depression through the sixties following the struggles of a woman as she uses learned abilities of strength, character and survival choices to build a life of independence.




  ~~For Emily~~




  Chapter 1




  Eureka Springs,




  April, 1947




  The key to the front door slid in, but hardly turned. The lock needed graphite. Ruth Seidle knew Aunt Virginia probably kept a tube of graphite somewhere in the garage. Was the garage locked? Probably not. No one in Eureka Springs ever locked anything, not cars, not garages, not even their houses and, had the realtor managing Aunt Virginia’s estate not locked the front door, the problem with the accompanying lock would have gone undetected. Unnoticed, just like the life Ruth wished for.




  Ruth jiggled the key and twisted the ornate brass of the doorknob until the lock turned and the door swung open and almost bashed against the wall behind. The stagnant odor of closed-up house rushed from inside. It was a musty old scent and Ruth thought to open a window to air out the stuffiness. She didn’t. It was still Aunt Virgie’s house. Two steps into the vacant building, Ruth thought of the happy times now buried with her aunt. Memories of Ruth’s childhood and vacations to Florida to see Aunt Virgie seemed to haunt the foyer. Ruth’s visit this time should have been different.




  What if Ruth had come to Florida earlier as she’d promised? Would she have been able to save Aunt Virgie from an early grave? Would a visit to family, instead of Ruth’s sordid trip to California with a boyfriend, have given Aunt Virgie the will to fight the second round of radiation treatments? Ruth would never know. Aunt Virgie was dead and only the shell of a two-story, hundred-year-old house containing a few antiques remained.




  A squeak of the tongue-and-groove floorboard when Ruth edged past the entry reminded her just how old the house was. Ruth glanced around. Her gaze, expecting shoddy and rundown, returned surprise. It was an old building, built when Eureka Springs was first established in 1860, but it was not dilapidated. Everything looked, to a large extent, the same as it had on her last visit years ago. Aunt Virgie had kept the drafty place up, almost to the standard Ruth remembered from her childhood. The difference was that the high ceilings didn’t look quite as lofty since Ruth had aged, but polished oak woodwork still gleamed against the light, even dust covered, and the ornate chandelier above the open stairway looked as if it could send shards of bright light into the foyer and up the stairs when the sunshine hit it just right.




  Had Ruth not been selling the building, she would have considered living here, but that wouldn’t be the case. Ruth was in Eureka Springs to settle Aunt Virginia’s estate and move on. She’d get her inheritance and start a new life where no one knew her. That was Ruth’s only chance at happiness after...




  Well, it didn’t matter. It did no good to think about the past. It couldn’t be changed. The best she could do was to learn from her mistakes.




  She closed the front door. It fit solidly into its frame, which confirmed that the place was well kept. She walked to the left through an arched doorway to the parlor and lifted a white cotton sheet from the couch in the middle of the room, then sat down. The sheet had done its job of dust control and, when Ruth sat, no dust rose from the upholstery. She surveyed the rest of the room for flaws and found few. The sitting room, with its comfortable expanse and focal point of the carved fireplace mantle, would be a selling point of the house. The realtor could focus on the space, use it as an advantage for entertaining larger groups of people, and thus market the house to an executive in one of the growing companies that supported the town. Ruth might be able to get more than the asking price because of that one room alone.




  The rest of the house? Well the kitchen needed some help as Aunt Virgie had never bothered remodeling other than adding internal plumbing. New cabinets and linoleum could fix most of that problem. The bedrooms probably needed a fresh coat of paint, though Ruth hadn’t been to the second floor to check. Would she sell the furniture with the house? Mostly antiques. It was the middle of the fifties. People wanted to modernize and didn’t want the old stuff. Maybe an antique dealer in town would be interested in them,though to Ruth, it seemed a shame to sell them. If only she had somewhere to store the pieces—especially the carved secretary with the curved glass front, a piece Ruth remembered standing in the corner of her grandmother’s dining room. She’d definitely keep it. But she had nowhere to store antiques, nor did she have any idea of when she could retrieve warehoused items. She wouldn’t be staying long enough to investigate that option.




  She stood, took a deep breath, and contemplated her future. Where was she going? Even she hadn’t a clue, but she wasn’t staying. Eureka Springs was too small a town for her to start life over. Small towns, like the one in Nebraska she’d left only days before, led to close friendships and personal relationships led to heartache and lies. Ruth needed the anonymity of big city. Somewhere to start fresh and start over, without friends and their cheating husbands. Somewhere to hide and live a life where no one knew her and no one cared.




  As Ruth moved from room to room, surveying each, she thought of Longtree and her former life. God, she’d made a mess. She’d made a mess and run away like a scared rat and now her life was moving in a hapless direction. She had only the house in Eureka Springs left. Soon as she sold it—




  “Excuse me. I saw you drive up.”




  Ruth jumped when the stranger entered the kitchen.




  “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you. I knocked, but no one answered so I let myself in. I’m Beverly Lexa, from down the street.” She held out her hand.




  Ruth took it. “Ruth Seidle. Virginia Seidle was my aunt.”




  “Aunt? On which side?”




  “Which side? My dad’s.” Ruth didn’t think it was any of the woman’s business, but answered her anyway. In a month, Beverly would gossip with the new homeowners about how she met the former owner’s niece and that would be the extent of Ruth’s involvement.




  “I didn’t know Virgie had a brother. I just assumed...”




  Beverly Lexa spoke as if it mattered and to Ruth, it didn’t. That life wouldn’t ever matter again. “Aunt Virgie and my dad didn’t always see eye to eye.” The nosey neighbor didn’t need to know the entire family history. Fact of the matter was Virgie and Ruth’s dad fought years ago over Virginia’s choice of love interest. After that, the family didn’t communicate. Ruth knew her aunt never married, only Ruth’s dad knew why. The entire situation was never discussed. Sure, as a child Ruth and her mother visited Virginia often, but Ruth’s dad never did. Ever. That’s the way it was. Ruth wasn’t interested in sharing that bit of information with the gossips in town, not that it mattered. Virgie was dead, and Ruth was leaving. Who cared about the details?




  “So, you’ll be moving here with your family? It’ll be so nice to have young blood in this old neighborhood.”




  “What? Oh. No. No family. Aunt Virgie left me the house because I’m the only family left. I’m sure you know because you live in Eureka Springs, Virgie never married.”




  “I see. I assumed you were here to wait for the movers. A shame. It’s a beautiful house.”




  “It is. Someone will be lucky to get Virgie’s home.” To Ruth, Beverly seemed to be scratching for more information.




  “A pity to liquidate it from the family estate.”




  “Like I said, my family wasn’t that close. I was here many times as a child, but now that Virgie is gone, the house is just a house to me. I’m sure someone else would be more suited to love and care for it.”




  “Your aunt did. She was always out tending her flowerbeds, even when the weather turned. And the last few months, there was always someone here painting the porch or fixing something.”




  Apparent to Ruth, Mrs. Lexa and Aunt Virgie weren’t as sociable as she let on or Beverly would have known the truth. It appeared all her information was discovered by peering from the street. Ruth thought she’d fill Beverly in on the broad strokes.




  “Probably had handymen come in because she was going through radiation treatment for spinal cancer.”




  “Oh! I’m sorry. I wasn’t aware. I just thought she was old.”




  Bingo! Ruth’s hunch was right. If Beverly knew Aunt Virgie at all, she would have known about the cancer treatments and the horrors Virgie suffered because of them. Ruth did, not because of visits to her sick aunt, but because of letters passed on through Virgie’s attorney and for that, she berated herself. She should have taken the trip to Florida to visit her aunt when she was alive and never did. “Well, I’m sure Aunt Virgie wanted to worry as few people as possible. You know how she was about that.” She doubted Beverly knew how Virgie was at all. “This is a beautiful neighborhood. If I didn’t have my life elsewhere, I’d consider living here. Which house is yours?”




  Beverly smiled. “I live on the corner to the west half a block—for now. My husband is purchasing a new home for us in Irvington Heights. With his new promotion at work and all the time he spends in the office, he offered to give me a nice new home to entertain my friends. Not that I wouldn’t buy this house. I’ve always been fond of Victorian-style homes. There’s so much character in these older buildings, but Martin—that’s my husband—feels we need something new. Who am I to complain?”




  “Complaints without solutions never do much good.” Ruth wasn’t lying. When she’d criticized Landis for not leaving his wife, all she got in return was weeks without him. It was so much better to take his time when she could get it, when he could manage to sneak away. That was all over now. Landis was dead and Ruth’s friendship with his wife, done. That life was gone, and Ruth wanted nothing more than to sell Aunt Virgie’s house, collect the money, and start new. No more married lovers. No more female friendships.




  “Still...” Beverly Lexa stood in the kitchen and ran her hand along the laminate cupboard top. “If I was staying in this dilapidated neighborhood, I’d be happy to see a family move in. Do you suppose you could push to sell to a family? They’d be so happy here. Much happier than in Irvington. You know, in Irvington Heights, people are so busy. Sometimes there just isn’t room for families of more meager...not quite as appropriate...”




  “Incomes? We might as well keep them where they should be.” Beverly Lexa and her snobbish attitude annoyed Ruth and she didn’t bother to mask hidden feelings. Beverly’s pettiness clearly showed what she thought of factory workers and that they should be kept away from what she felt was the higher class of executives.




  “Those of us who’ve struggled to get where we are, sacrificed so much, deserve a fine place without all those silly children’s toys laying in the yard. The problems neighborhood children pose are... Well, I’m sure you know as well as I because you haven’t got a family.”




  Ruth remembered the fondness she’d felt for Landis’ son. Before she was his lover, she was a family friend and occasionally Landis and his wife would ask her to babysit. She remembered the scent of baby powder and diaper rash cream and, at the time, had eagerly waited for the day when she would have her own child. A little Landis pattering and jabbering through the house. But fate didn’t agree. Landis died before he left his wife. Chances were, he wouldn’t have left his wife. It just wasn’t done and, after Landis died and Ruth stepped back to really look at the situation, she realized the truth. She was a home wrecker, or would have been had Landis left his family for her. The relationship didn’t have a chance.




  “You sound as if you endured terrible hardship. I do hope your sacrifices sustained you until the good times came about.”




  Beverly took a deep breath and released it as quickly. “I’ll tell you! My husband tolerates long hours and vicious rumors and, when I’m in the supermarket, women whisper behind my back because they believe those rumors. If they knew Martin, they’d know he doesn’t consort with females. He’s completely faithful and the long hours are... Well, that’s the life of an executive’s wife.”




  The long hours? The consorting? The whispered rumors? Ruth knew all about that. She was the reason for the time spent away from home and the gossip endured by Landis’ wife and, for that, Ruth felt deep remorse. Ruth and Viv were friends from childhood and, were it not for the affair, they’d probably have been lifelong friends. She threw friendship away for a man, and that was her biggest regret. As she looked at Beverly Lexa and wondered if her husband was as much a cad as Landis, Ruth regretted what she’d put Viv through. Ruth regretted wasting her loyalty on a man who never returned it. She regretted enabling Landis’ infidelity. “I’m sure it’s all worth it in the end.”




  “Yes. Yes, it is.” Beverly’s tone portrayed otherwise. She seemed to stutter over the words as if they were another hurdle she had to cross to get what she wanted.




  “Well,” Beverly took a breath, “I have to go. I have to meet with the contractor to discuss paint and carpet. I’m getting wall to wall—you know it’s the latest rage in homes right now.” Bright red lipstick enhanced Beverly’s victorious smile.




  “I heard that,” Ruth agreed, though she didn’t have a clue what was fashionable in homes and what wasn’t and she didn’t care. She had one mission, to tie up loose ends in Eureka Springs.




  “I hope you find a new owner for this old place. It’d be a shame to let it sit empty. It was nice to meet you.”




  Ruth shook Beverly’s hand. “It was nice to meet you, too.” She didn’t actually think it was nice meeting Beverly at all. She seemed snobby and uppity. Maybe it was the image she portrayed as an executive’s wife that she thought she was better than most, or maybe she was hiding something behind her façade of nice. Ruth didn’t know and it really didn’t matter. To Ruth’s relief, Beverly left and she didn’t have to deal with the plastic persona again.




  Instead, until the Realtor arrived, Ruth continued her survey of the house.




  It wasn’t long before the expected Realtor interrupted with a knock to the back door that led from the kitchen. “I’m Tory Ames and I’m so sorry I’m late. I was busy... I was... Okay, I was outside and I saw Beverly Lexa here. I just couldn’t take her today, so I stayed in my car, pretending to do paperwork until I saw her leave. I apologize for making you wait.”




  Ruth giggled. Her laugh made the Realtor relax. “Good move. What’s with her anyway?”




  Tory shifted on her petite feet. The hem of her red skirt moved against her legs and her white silk blouse, a coffee stain on one side of the collar, seemed to reflect the light from the fixture at the center of the kitchen ceiling. She frowned. “Her husband had another affair and made up for it. This time, he bought her a new house in the district in the hills, away from the factories, on property that the city annexed last month. She’s a pain to work with because she’s so particular, changes her mind every ten seconds it seems, but her husband’s money is good. Oh, dear, I’ve probably said way more than I should have. I’m sure she’s a nice woman behind all her things, finer qualities unseen and all that. She’s had to put up with a lot.”




  “I can imagine.” Bingo again! Beverly Lexa was exactly the shallow woman Ruth thought her to be. But she’d done exactly the same thing to a friend. She was like Beverly, hiding behind the image of perfect. She had an affair with a married man who made up for his indiscretions against his wife by giving her trinkets and baubles. A new house? Ruth knew Viveka Howard probably wouldn’t have wanted that. She was happy just being where she was, and rightly so. Viveka was a wonderful person who didn’t need a lot of things.




  Besides, Landis didn’t have the kind of money it took to purchase a new house. All he had was a job at a grocery store, a fine little family, and the ancestral home handed down from his father. He spent any extra money on booze and late nights with Ruth and, with that thought, Ruth felt guilty for ruining her friendship with Viv by sleeping with Landis. What did it matter? Landis died and left both his women alone. Who knew if he would have gone through with his promise to leave his wife?




  “So,” Tory started after a long pause, “enough gossip. I shouldn’t have said anything. About the house...”




  Ruth cleared her throat and pushed cobwebbed thoughts away. “I was thinking we could price the house to sell fast. I’m a little crunched for time. I’d really like to get all the ends tied up before I start my new job in New York.” New York? Ruth wondered from where she’d pulled that stupid idea. Maybe truthfulness was best, but with the addition of a fake destination, Ruth couldn’t go back to honesty.




  “Well, yes, I understand. The new addition of Irvington Heights creates a problem on the realty level. Homes aren’t moving as fast in this neighborhood. I suppose if we cut the selling price to—”




  “How fast are they moving?” Ruth wondered what she would do if she didn’t have her cash by the end of the month. She couldn’t move anywhere, New York included, without money.




  Tory took the pencil from behind her ear and focused its point on the pad of paper in her hand as she spoke. “Well, the Bringers’ home on the corner’s been up for six months, though it isn’t in as good a shape as yours. The factories are in uproar right now. I’m sure Beverly neglected to share that. The people with money are rebuilding in the new development and others are hanging on to what they’ve got, at least until this silly union business about labor contracts is settled. Who knows how long that will take? In any case, the house would probably sell faster if it wasn’t vacant.”




  What Tory said made sense. Once the wages were determined and the workers satisfied, the house would sell. How long would that take? Ruth didn’t know anything about labor disputes or how they worked. Did Tory say the house would sell faster if it weren’t empty? “I suppose I could stay until the house sells. I’d have to make a few phone calls, but, if someone’s got to fill the house, it might as well be me.”




  “That would be a plus.” Tory jotted another note on her pad. “There’s the matter of the electricity. Your aunt had an outstanding bill for forty dollars.”




  “Well, of course I’ll take care of that.” Forty dollars was nothing.




  “We could switch the name on the account while you’re staying here and that would be easier when the next bill comes. Then there’s the mortgage at the bank.”




  “Mortgage?” Ruth’s plan was becoming more muddled the longer she talked to the realtor. “What mortgage? I thought this house was paid for.”




  “Oh! It was. Then your aunt fell ill and needed extra cash.”




  “How much?” Where would Ruth get money to pay mortgage payments on a house if she didn’t have an income?




  “Not as bad as it sounds, really. The bank owns eight thousand, which is half the equity. Once the labor dispute is settled, the value of the property could rise and you’ll probably get twenty for the house, which still leaves you with enough profit—”




  “So,” Ruth interrupted, not masking the worry that centered against her breastbone, “Virgie took out a loan to the tune of eight grand, and I have to come up with the payments until I sell the house. The house might sell if it isn’t empty, so I’m stuck here without a job until this damn place sells? Is that right? What about Aunt Virgie’s life insurance and all that? I’m sure she—”




  “I think all Virginia’s money got ate up over the course of your aunt’s illness. I’m sure if you checked with her attorney about her life insurance...”




  Ruth took note of Tory’s comments. “Sorry. It’s a lot to deal with and I wasn’t prepared.” Ruth looked out the window over the sink and took a deep breath. “I guess,” she turned back to the realtor, “the next step is to talk to the lawyer and find out all the details of Aunt Virgie’s estate and go from there. It’s the guy who sent me the letter about Virgie’s estate when she put me in her will, right? Is his office still downtown?”




  To Ruth, Tory looked as if she’d swallowed a bug when she spoke. “I’m afraid the original attorney died a week ago. The case has been diverted to another lawyer with the firm who’s familiarizing himself and, just the other day after you called me to tell me you were coming in to settle things up, he told me he’d need at least a month to sort things out. I’m sure it won’t take too much longer.”




  Ruth’s plan of tying up loose ends and moving on in the quickest manner seemed to crumble around her, just like her old life did after Landis died. She had to reformulate and it seemed her only choice was to stay. “I guess I’ll be here for about a month then. Let’s get everything switched over into my name and go from there. I’ll move in until the house sells.”




  “And your New York colleagues?”




  “New York will just have to wait. Do you have the new attorney’s phone number by chance?” She forced composure. Ruth’s next step? Get to that lawyer and hurry things up.




  “I do have it.” Tory smiled. “It’s in the car. Anything else you can think of? Or, if you have questions, I’m available anytime, except for Thursday nights. That’s movie night. You know, you ought to come while you’re in town. Everyone gets together at the city hall and watches old movies. We all bring a finger food to share. It’s really a nice time to get to know everyone.”




  Ruth ignored her invitation, without trying to exhibit rudeness. The last thing she wanted was to become familiar with anyone. Her goal, though postponed for a month, was the same—to leave. “Well, if I’m staying here for a while, I’ll need to find a job. Do you know of any?”




  “As a matter of fact, I do. It has to do with Beverly Lexa’s husband.” Tory’s blonde eyebrows raised and her forehead crinkled as she smirked. “She made him fire his old secretary and he needs a new one. Your pretty face alone could get you a job with that man. But you’d have to fight off his advances.”




  Ruth held out her hand. “Advances, I can handle. I’ll take the number where I can reach him as well as that lawyer’s.”




  A job, whether she had to put up with a little harassment from the boss or not, was all she needed to get her through the month. One month and she could be on her way out of this small town and into a new life. One month was nothing.




  Chapter 2




  Ruth stared over the steering wheel of her car through the sprinkle of rain as it hit the windshield. The drops blurred as she looked beyond them to the front doors of the factory office. The entry doors, edged in steel and paned with frosted glass, seemed to convey the factory was a nice place to work, though, after her interview, she doubted working anywhere in the building was pleasant. Excited as she was with the offer of a job as Martin Lexa’s secretary, she couldn’t put aside how he’d phrased the duties he required.




  “We’ll be spending a lot of time together. Mostly late evenings and business trips.” His words were formal enough, but his gaze over the cherry wood of his desk told Ruth otherwise.




  “There will be weekends involved and you’ll be required to...entertain...clients in ways that show how much we appreciate them. I’m sure you, being over the age of twenty-five and single, understand what I mean when I stress entertain?”




  Ruth nodded.




  “Then we understand each other.”




  His sly grin made Ruth’s stomach turn.




  He stood from his black leather chair and walked to the bookcase at the left. He fingered a carved wooden case, then lifted the lid and took out an expensive rolled cigar. “Do you mind?” he asked, as if her answer didn’t determine what he did anyway.




  “No.” Ruth shook her head. It wasn’t a lie. She didn’t care what Lexa smoked in his own office.




  Martin clipped the end of the cigar, lit it, and took a couple strong puffs. The smoke circled the room like a spirit trying to escape. “Do you smoke, Miss Seidle?”




  “No, sir. I don’t.”




  “Please, call me Martin.” He came around the back of her chair and patted Ruth on the shoulder. “I find formalities so distracting.”




  Ruth wondered, by the motion of his hand as it moved down the length of her arm, what else he found distracting, but she’d already heard all that. If she didn’t need a job, Martin would have felt the smart of Ruth’s hand against his scrawny jaw.




  And scrawny, he was. Martin Lexa was a skinny man. His full height, without shoes, wasn’t more than five-feet-six and his small frame wasn’t at all what Ruth expected of a ladies’ man. He looked more like a middle-aged boy in a fancy suit trying to compensate for his small stature than an executive running the personnel department in a major factory. His manner told Ruth the same, but, sitting in his office vying for employment, she didn’t care. She needed a job, if only for a month or two. Unwanted attentions from her boss or the clients, she could ward off merely by faking ignorance.




  “Well,” Lexa continued and moved back behind his desk, “I think we’ll work well together. Just stop in front and finish your paperwork. You’ll start Monday. I’m very excited about this venture. Aren’t you?”




  “Thank you Mr... Martin. Yes, I am.” Ruth stood and reached to shake his hand. “I’ll see you first thing Monday then.”




  His returned handshake felt more like a caress, and Ruth wanted to pull her hand back, but didn’t. Instead, she smiled a pasted-on smile, the same fake and carefree smirk she’d offered Landis’ wife when they crossed paths in her previous home in the small town in Nebraska. The thought she was forced back to that behavior, after vowing never to repeat those actions, made bile rise to Ruth’s throat. She couldn’t wait to take leave from the office and Martin Lexa’s arrogant attitude.




  The walk out of the building felt strange. Ruth felt almost as if a shadowed figure made from cigar smoke followed her to the car and only dispersed once she sat behind the wheel.
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