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  Sally Murphy




  Leaving her beloved, adopted home to begin life anew, Sally Murphy-George searches for refuge from depression, rejection, and her husband’s murderer. A proficient bakery owner and mother of two, Sally vows to find stability in her life, protect her family, and shield her heart at all costs. Self-exiled, Nate Horner finds peace in his new life as Sheriff of Barnhill, defending those who overlook his shadowed past and accept him as the reliable, honest man he’s become. Promising never to allow another woman to hurt his soul, Nate resigns himself to a life of celibacy, until he reunites with someone from his hometown, the Widow George. As a man, he struggles with his desires for her. As a professional, he must protect her. Circumstance pushes Sally and Nate’s paths together and they must decide to risk their hearts and their security to take another chance at love.




  Liberty Road




  Ida Keller’s life is a series of turbulent events. Ever since she remembered, she’s been running. She runs from heartbreak and fear. She runs from a troubled past. She runs from mistakes and broken promises until wandering into the quiet town of Barnhill and finding tranquility under the direction of Christopher Trapp. Christopher Trapp, saloon and brothel owner, isn’t one to mix business with pleasure. He protects his girls at all costs, even the at the cost of his heart. Resolved to a solitary life, he never deviates, or even wants to, until he crosses paths with the enchanting Ida. When a vile criminal from Ida’s life arrives and threatens her safety, Chris fights his internal desire for her, yet fights to protect her with every desire he possesses. Together, they decide if love can conquer the evils of their pasts and allow comfort in each other’s arms.




  Travis Pass




  Rock Creek




  Whiskey Shots Volume 1




  ~~To Debbie, Denise, and Ginny: three women who moved toward personal freedom and survived.~~




  Chapter 1




  The rain came. It was a good day. It meant Albert might get a chance away from the fields and he was tired. It was early, well before dawn and Albert could hear the rain pelting the roof of his house. The rain had only started. It hadn’t leaked through the holes above his bed yet. It hadn’t dribbled through the moth-eaten spots in the curtains of the glassless windows.




  She stirred beside him. “It’s rainin’.”




  Her warm skin moved against Albert’s and instantly he felt his arousal as he remembered the night. Sashay was smooth and dark all over; her hair was downy and free from lice and her teeth were white and clean. She was thin but not skinny as a field hand, more as a well-fed housemaid, and giving as the Master’s bitch. Albert liked it when Sashay shared his bed. He was sure to get a good night of lovemaking. For the same reasons, Albert didn’t like it. He was always tired the next day, too tired for working in the fields. That’s why he was glad to hear the rain and hoped it would continue. If it stormed all day, he’d have time for his other work. He had plows and hoes to hone and thought about the barn and where he last saw the sharpening stone. He hoped if someone borrowed the stone they put it back so it would be easy to find. Then she wriggled beside him again and he set aside thoughts of work.




  “We should git up. I should start thet laundry early. Missus probably has her whities in a pile!”




  In the dark, Albert rolled to see Sashay’s smile. He knew she wanted to start her day even less than he did. She told him she didn’t care for her new assignment in the Master’s house as laundress and would much rather still be tending the sitting gardens like before. “I’d like seein’ your whities in a pile.” He felt her body give.




  “I swear, Albert! Ya git any bigger and ya jist ain’t gonna fit inside.”




  “You complainin’, woman?” He felt his hardness enter her warmth.




  Sashay moaned seductively. “Ain’t complainin’.” She bucked against his thrusts and breathed between. “Jist statin’ a fact.”




  The night before, Albert made sure to satisfy her. She deserved that. She snuck out of the quarters she shared with some of the other house slaves and came to his shack where he lived with six other field hands. Sneaking around sometimes meant death to slaves, depending on the mood of the Master, but Sashay wasn’t in the Master’s company anymore and hadn’t been for weeks. Maybe Master Bristol wouldn’t care if Sashay was sleeping around since he had a new bitch to pork.




  Albert watched Sashay for months as she swept the front porch of Master’s elegant house. The way she moved under that skirt and apron, and how her dark eyes shot those seductive glances toward him across the yard, made the steaming days feel cool. She always surfaced outside to sweep the porch, with its prominent white painted pillars, or hung the colorful wool rugs for batting when he traveled across the yard to the barn to get supplies. Once in a while, she’d bestow a silky smile and he wondered what it would be like to have her. Messing with a house slave was forbidden, but before Albert knew her name, he felt her heat encircle him.




  And he knew Sashay watched him as he toiled in the fields with the plow horses. He felt her eyes on him whenever she was about. He was easy to spot; maybe that’s what caught her attention. Albert was big and lean. His strong, six-foot frame towered over the other field hands and, for a slave, he felt like he dealt with the others well. He had a certain power of authority and the other slaves listened to him. Albert didn’t know why except that he was big and brawny, maybe too big to disobey and risk a pounding. Sometimes, the overseer listened to him too, maybe because of his stature, but more than likely because he was smart about horses and plows. Albert didn’t know, but whenever Sashay was around, his body moved under the heat of the sun and his voice commanded the horses as if he owned them, and he knew she wanted to know him better just by the way she watched. A relationship was impossible. Field hands and house slaves weren’t supposed to mix. Still, whenever she was in sight, he let the confidence of her stare straighten his posture just a bit more and, when he talked to the others, he let his drawl echo seductively across the lawn so she could hear. Of course, not until Master Bristol found her out of favor and demoted her to the laundry room did he feel he could give in to the heated feelings she stirred.




  Albert remembered the first time he found Sashay on his rotted doorstep. He wasn’t quite sure what to do with her. “What can I git fer you, Sashay?” Albert questioned. It was late and she was on his porch. The light from the single candle in the middle of the room inside barely filtered through the window to announce the visitor. The men seated on the rickety bench behind snickered and Albert ignored them.




  “What do ya ’spose I come fer?” she replied. “Why be bashful? I know we both want tha same thang. If ya think ’bout it, ya’ll figure it out.”




  Albert sent the men a sideways glance and they disappeared into the shack. He stared the length of Sashay’s curvy form and knew it was stupid to do so. She leaned toward him and he wanted to do the same but he held himself back. “Miz Sashay, you shouldn’ be here. It’s late and I gotta git up early.”




  Sashay leaned closer and slowly trailed a finger against Albert’s chest downward to the waistband of his pants. “I see’s you’s already up.”




  Albert gulped when he felt her gaze reach his erection and his heart thumped hard inside his chest. He watched a shiver start at Sashay’s pelvis and erotically rise between her shoulders. She didn’t bother to mask the wriggle of it and that was the end of that. He opened the door to his shack and ordered the others out of the small room while Sashay followed him in. “I’ll be needin’ some room, boys.”




  That was a month ago and Sashay snuck back to his shack on several occasions since. Albert didn’t mind. Sashay gave everything she had and he was glad for the release. Sex was an escape, a way to temporarily block out the reality of the plantation. And the night before, Albert gave her what she wanted. Now, under the calming sound of the rain pelting against the worn boards of the roof, it was her turn to return the favor. Albert moved to direct Sashay’s head lower and she accommodated him.




  As he watched her head bob and felt the heat of her mouth against him, Albert was transported to another world, one without plows and horses, without rotten meat and the stench of urine behind his house, and most importantly, one without commands.




  Sashay’s tongue thrashed like the overseer’s whip and Albert felt himself tense as the thunder roared overhead. Lightening lit the dawn sky and liquefied Albert’s warm release as Sashay finished and crawled to the top of the bed. “Feel betta?”




  “Much.” Albert sighed and rested against the straw mattress on the floor.




  “Good. I got ta git back to tha house. Tha Masta be missin’ me and if he do, we be in trouble. Maybe I sees ya soon?” She wiped drool from her chin, stood, and felt in the half-dark for the rough fabric of her dress.




  “Looks like tha rain’s gonna quit.” Albert gave Sashay a pat on her naked rear. He wanted to commit to her and tell her to return. He wanted to. But to mingle with a house slave was wrong and to encourage her to spend time with him was dangerous. She was young and willing, and eager. She’d be whipped if she was caught and Albert wanted no part in that. Sashay would have to decide to risk a thrashing on her own.




  “Well,” she began, “gots laundry ta wash. I had a lovely evenin’.” She bent to kiss his cheek.




  Albert returned her smile and wished for night again. Master Bristol taught that girl real good.




  “Be seein’ ya, Albert.”




  Then she was gone. Snuck out like a fox from the chicken coop and down the muddied path back to the shacks closer to the main house. It would be light soon. The boys would want to come home to get ready for a long day’s work though Albert was sure they’d spent the night somewhere better. It was considerate of them to leave him alone with Sashay, and Albert decided he wouldn’t expect them to do that anymore. He was sure they had lives of their own. He figured they had women of their own, but he refused to allow himself to get involved. Knowing more about them could only mean heartbreak when someone was sold off, killed, or just plain died. It was easier to stay standoffish than to let attachments get in the way. That was Albert’s rule in life. To be standoffish. It kept life simpler and emotions, always a slave’s downfall, at an even keel.




  Chapter 2




  The ship sailed for weeks over choppy seas and through what seemed like one terrible storm after another. Rayna thought the passage would never end. She wished she died, like so many of the others, and saved herself from whatever was ahead. Rayna’s thoughts often went to God and she wondered why He allowed her to survive in the bottom of the crowded boat when others perished.




  The strangers came to her island peaceably at first then stole what they could, including hundreds of villagers, herding them like farm stock into the bottom of a boat meant to house only few. With little or no food, and no water but what rain filtered through the creaky boards of the deck, and after no sunshine, people got sick. Some died quickly. Others lingered. The dead were eventually taken above and thrown overboard. Rayna could hear the splashes of their lifeless remains hit the water. She grieved for them and the family members who remained.




  Her father would have hated what happened to his people. He died fighting for his island, and for that, Rayna was glad. Had he not lost his life under the blade of a sword, he would have died under the more repulsive conditions of the ship. The king died as a king should have: defending his people. She wasn’t sure but guessed there was no one left to bury him except old men and women but, even if left on his beach to rot, it was far better than being tossed overboard to the sharks.




  Immersed in her thoughts, Rayna ignored the muffled commotion above. She ignored the sharp footsteps and jangling tackle of the masts. She ignored the clumps of dirt that tracked through the holes in the deck and landed in her hair. What good would it do her to pay attention to another stop? The thieves would get off the boat, steal more people, and stick them in the musty stench. The new people would bring different sicknesses and some would die, while others would survive, and their faces would become as bland as Rayna’s. It was a complete surprise when the trap above opened and someone yelled in. The words were foreign to Rayna but she looked up from the cargo and tried to make sense of them anyway.




  Within minutes, people started flowing out of the hull and Rayna followed. Using what little strength she had, she climbed the rickety ladder to the top and blinked back the sunshine. Fresh air. She’d almost forgotten what fresh air was. Fresh air after weeks of the stale, pungent stink of bile and urine. Fresh air after weeks of sickness and hunger.




  More men commanded, pointed, and shoved, sending the group of nearly three hundred people single file down a slippery plank and onto an even more slippery dock where their weak legs were locked in metal bindings. Once on land, they were herded into an area surrounded by a tall fence, unshackled, and separated into two areas, one for the men, and the other for the women. The gate closed when the kidnappers left and Rayna couldn’t see out. She wondered what island she landed on.




  Next, men came in and politely offered them water and crusty bread. Their politeness warned Rayna to stand down but hunger forced her to do otherwise and she struggled among the hundreds of pairs of hands to greedily grab what bread she could. Then she raced to the water buckets. It was so long since she had drinkable water she could scarcely quench her thirst. Her craving was only shadowed by the fact it had been so long since she’d eaten she almost forgotten what food was.




  Shortly thereafter, more men came through the gate. They toted carts of clothing and motioned for the captives to select some.




  Fear forced Rayna to do as she was told. Fear forced the others as well. Rayna could see it in their faces. She could feel it in their silence. She could hear it as they tread toward the carts of clothes, their tired feet dragging across the dry ground, stirring enough dust to choke the air.




  Rayna thought of her father. He would set an example to ease the worries his villagers faced. Rayna bit back tears, smiled at the woman next to her and then changed into the dress right in the middle of the small, fenced yard. The dress hung uncomfortably off her frame and she noticed the bones of her shoulders poked sharply beneath the fabric. She hadn’t noticed how much weight she’d lost until then. It surprised her. She looked to the other women. They had all lost as much weight and it made Rayna want to cry. Crying would only hinder her mission of example. Rayna had to be strong. She had to uphold the traditions of her family. She had to make sure everyone thought she was confident, even if it was a lie.




  Once all were dressed, the captors paraded the women out and through a crowd of gawking people. Most were white folk. Some people were black and dressed in nearly the same clothing as her. One man towered above everyone else while he rode past on a brown horse. Rayna was amazed he was allowed the convenience of riding the beast and wondered if he was wealthy. Out of the corner of her eye, Rayna saw a thin man with long, dark hair and red skin. He reminded her of the people on a neighboring island who visited with her father on occasion. So many different people in such different dress. Once again she wondered where she was.




  As she walked through the crowd, Rayna tried to get her bearings. Everything was unfamiliar. She could hear the rush of waves but couldn’t see the ocean. Buildings, not like the huts people lived in on her island, but made of brick and stone, stretched as far as the eye could see. Rayna could only guess as to how big this place was, or if it even was an island. Normally, she was good at direction and distance, but in the bottom of that accursed ship, she lost her orientation. She wished she knew more than she did. She wished she’d paid more attention to the elders’ stories about foreign lands and people.




  Suddenly, the crowd separated and the women were shoved to the middle of an open circle. As a strange man jabbered, Rayna and the others were poked and prodded. Their hair checked for lice. Their teeth examined. Their eyelids lifted and eyes checked for color. Soon, Rayna guessed, buying started and as the people were sold, they were led away.




  The commotion was quick and loud and Rayna couldn’t keep track of everything happening around her. Then, as suddenly as she was led into the ring, she was guided out by a tall Negro and placed near a wagon. The Negro directed her to sit, so Rayna sat. The wagon rolled off, away from the coast and the crowded street, past the brick buildings and into the countryside.




  It seemed to Rayna that they traveled for days, stopping only to eat and sleep. Rayna thought about running. Where would she go? What she thought was an island was a vast land of trees and dirt roads that went on endlessly. She tried to remember the stories from her childhood about a strange, infinite land of rivers and mountains across the sea and figured that must be where she was. America was big. She decided to stay with the wagon until she knew more.




  * * * *




  It was hot even for July. The oppressive heat burnt down on Albert’s shoulders as he bent to lift another heavy rock. It seemed they prepared the soil, moving rocks and clearing stumps in Master Bristol’s new parcel of land for weeks and hadn’t finished yet. They still had to clear the holly bramble and towering sycamore trees that edged the boundary of the neighboring property, and then plow. Albert wondered if anything would grow. With luck, the slaves would have the land ready for planting in the spring, plants would flourish, and Master Bristol would be happy. If Master Bristol was happy with their work, it usually meant an extra ration of food, maybe a whole hog and permission for a celebration. Albert hoped for a party. The men worked so hard, it would be nice to have an evening picnic. That would do morale good.




  A dark cloud covered the sun and Albert looked to see if rain was coming. Storm clouds could bring temporary relief to even the hottest day and Albert hoped for rain. Albert motioned for the crew to collect their supplies and put them in a dry spot under the tree line so they wouldn’t get too muddy. He looked at the road, which edged the field, and saw the overseer’s wagon approach.




  Mr. Willis drew the reins on his team and stopped in front of Albert.




  The cart creaked and moaned from a long journey as if it knew it was almost home and Albert sympathized with it.




  “You’ve been working, Albert.”




  “Yessir. We been workin’ hard. Got most o’ tha big rocks moved an’ jist gotta git those trees yonder. I’m thinkin’, if it’s all right with ya, sir, thet we jist git those tamarra’ after it stops rainin’.”




  Willis nodded.




  Albert knew Willis was aware that he was generally smart about how far to push the workers and working in rain wouldn’t make them work harder. Bad morale meant bad work. Bad work meant bad slaves. Bad slaves meant whippings and maybe deaths, which meant Willis would have to go back to wherever he came from and purchase more slaves. Albert knew Willis hadn’t the desire to leave when he just returned. It was usually a long trip and he hated traveling.




  Albert first saw her as Mr. Willis drove the cart away. He stood and wiped the sweat from his brow just as the overseer commanded his team and Albert caught a glimpse of the woman in back. She had dark skin, darker than he’d seen in a long time. She was thin; he could tell by the way her dress hung on her worse than the women at the plantation and her braided hair draped past her shoulders. She sat with her feet dangling over the back of the wagon and Albert could tell she was tall because her feet nearly touched the ground. Her back was straight and proud. He hadn’t seen a woman sit that regally for a long time. For a second, his eyes met hers and Albert wondered about the soul behind them. Albert wondered what plantation she came from. He hadn’t seen her anywhere around Bristol’s, not that he got away from the farm much. Usually, Willis went out of state to get slaves, since it saved on runaways, but this woman was different from the downtrodden others. Her eyes were clear and bright, curiously taking in all around her while not looking to the ground or sad and dejected, like most. Her nose was strong and wide and she held an aura of strength. Maybe it was the tilt of her head, the jut of her chin or the way she rode in the wagon. Albert didn’t know. As well, she looked younger than the women Albert was used to. Not that it meant much. Slavery aged a person fast.




  Willis was gone over a week to pick up new slaves; maybe he went to the slave market and that’s where he picked her up. Maybe the new woman was meant to replace Sashay since Sashay was demoted to the laundry. It made sense. The new woman was far too thin for fieldwork and she was attractive. Maybe Willis went to the slave market to pick up Master’s new bitch.




  Albert sighed. He was curious, but what did it matter? If she were Master Bristol’s newest maid, he would never know about her except through gossip.




  A loud clap of thunder rang above, the blue sky turned to dark gray and the wind gusted. Thick clouds rolled overhead and dumped cooling rain on the inhabitants of the field. Albert tilted his head skyward and let the rain wash away his sweat and dirt. It felt good, real good, and Albert thanked God for the relief.




  Chapter 3




  Albert found Sashay waiting in front of his house when he returned from the field. He wondered how long she waited there and whether the other laundry women noticed her absence and complained about her inattentiveness to her job. “Sashay, what ya doin’ here, woman?”




  “Came ta see ya. I gots words fer ya. What taked ya so long?”




  Albert wondered what the words she had for him concerned. Hopefully, she wasn’t pregnant. He didn’t want to handle a baby and wanted no part in attempting to support one. He had other plans and a family would definitely slow him down. “Ain’t ya ’sposed ta be washin’ or somethin’?”




  Sashay smiled. “I snuck ’way.” Her arms tucked behind her back and, as she swayed back and forth, the hem of her gray skirt poofed out in a narrow bell shape.




  Albert could tell she was proud of herself. She snuck out and her cleverness gave her a personal power. For Sashay to slip out in the middle of the day, risking punishment, something must have been important. He was too tired for sex, and hoped that wasn’t what she wanted. Albert motioned for her to enter his cabin. It would do no good having someone see her there when she was supposed to be elsewhere.




  “Cain’ come in,” Sashay denied him. “Been waitin’ too long fer ya and I got ta git back. I gotta tell ya I can’ see ya no more. I been promoted back ta Masta’s favor an I be goin’ back ta cleanin’ his room soon. He done bought another girl fer tha laundry!”




  Sashay sounded excited and Albert was relieved he wasn’t going to be a daddy. Good news for her and for him.




  “What we talked ’bout las’ night,” Sashay continued, “ya know, ’bout thangs...”




  Albert remembered. They talked about his plans of running away and he wished he’d never mentioned it. Since she was back in Master’s service, he wondered if she’d tell Bristol. He hoped not. Albert could be whipped, even killed, for mere thoughts of running. Nevertheless, the night before in a moment of weakness, Albert shared his dream of being free and owning his own farm. How was he to know Sashay would be promoted back to her old job with Mr. Bristol? He wished he’d kept his mouth shut.




  Sashay continued, “Jist so ya knows, I ain’ gonna tell nobody. I care ’bout ya too much ta let ya get whipped. I promise I won’ breathe a word.”




  “Sashay, I was jist dreamin’. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it. I was jist wonderin’ what it be like bein’ free. Everybody wonders.” Albert hoped his lie was convincing enough. He vaguely remembered when he was free and taken into slavery, but he was young, couldn’t have been more than three and that was a lifetime ago. A lifetime ago and so many plantations in between, Albert couldn’t keep track. He only allowed those thoughts when it was late and he was alone. However, the night before, he wasn’t alone yet he allowed himself the pleasure of remembrance. It was a mistake. He cursed himself silently for letting his defenses down and his emotions escape in front of Sashay.
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