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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




  Albert’s Rain




  ~~For Anna, my rented German daughter, I think of you every day.~~




  Chapter 1




  Lorenz Arpetta felt taller than he ever had. Maybe it was his suit, darker than the blackest night, or the way he felt as his life progressed, with a good life blazing before him. Maybe he didn’t feel taller at all. Maybe proud was the word. Proud of his accomplishments as one of New York’s finest attorneys, that he’d been promoted to partner of a prominent law firm, overflowing with pride that he stood at the granite stairway leading up to the church waiting to marry the most beautiful girl he’d ever met. And Lorenz did it all on his own. His suit, law school, and Miss Olivia Ousterhause. Lorenz made a name for himself in the best way against all the negativity he’d been taught. How would the police in Italy feel if they saw him standing in front of the church marrying into the prominent Ousterhause family? It was almost comical. Lorenz wondered if he should send a wedding picture to the entire Italian police force just to prove he’d actually done something with his life. And they told him he’d never be more than a petty thief! He grew to be so much more. Proud. Proud is the word!




  “Lorenz?” Her voice rang from behind, an angel over his shoulder, and he turned in surprise.




  “Darling, it’s bad luck to see the bride before the wedding.” He was surprised she didn’t hold that thought. Olivia always thought of those silly things.




  “Close your eyes. Don’t look. I-I was nervous and I had to see you. I’ve been pacing back and forth for an hour. That hot little room they have me stuck in, and the constant smell of gardenias, you know how my mother loves them, is making my stomach turn. I had to get out. And then there’s the dust on that windowsill. I thought Mother hired someone to clean the church. It’s absolutely filthy!” Olivia made a face which showed her disgust with people’s incompetence.




  Behind closed eyes, Lorenz smiled. Olivia hated dust. Her mother hired a cleaning lady but the staff missed a spot of dust on the windowsill behind the curtain where only Olivia found it. “You can hire your own cleaning staff for our home as soon as we get back from the honeymoon, darling. You can hire anyone you like. I wouldn’t worry about a little dust in an obscure place in a room you have to be in for an hour. How’s that?” Olivia liked things just so, but a little dust on her wedding day was nothing to get upset about.




  “Oh, Lorenz. How can you say that? First it’s a little dust, then it’s something else and soon my whole day will be ruined. It starts out small.”




  He could feel the panic set in over her. He’d seen it before and he didn’t want to have to spend an hour calming her down, not today, not when there were four hundred guests, scores of servers and a priest waiting to perform a ceremony. “You know what I’ll do?” His eyes were closed and he didn’t see her reaction. “I’m going up to clean that ledge right now for you. Then I’m going to find your mother and tell her not to pay that cleaning lady. You stay put and wait for someone to come get you.” He didn’t think a little dust would ruin their entire wedding day but she did and he wasn’t going to have Olivia in a tizzy because of it. “I’ll get rid of half of those gardenias too, as a little wedding gift.” He turned and bounded up the twenty granite steps before his bride had a chance to argue. Lorenz knew she remained in her spot, wanting to protest but hating the thought of the dust so much, it would bother her throughout the entire ceremony if it wasn’t gone. He knew it.




  * * * *




  Jane Kay was a smart girl. Everyone in the neighborhood knew it. Her elementary teacher was aware of it by the way Jane’s schoolwork surpassed the other pupils’. The butcher realized it in the way Jane ordered pork chops to take home to her mother. The priest knew it in the way she accepted communion, statuesquely elegant. Maybe it was the way she spoke to everyone, with calm authority. Jane knew who she was, what she wanted, and had a plan to get her from the poor section of New York to one with more opportunity. That’s why most people didn’t understand her. Where she lived, who she knew, and the fact her family couldn’t afford the luxury of college, would lead Jane to live right where she was and, though neighbors hoped for a difference, they knew Jane would have none. Just like everyone else, she would graduate eighth grade, accept a low-paying job and she would marry and have babies. She would stay home and take care of her children while her husband worked in the brick factory. That was life. That was Jane’s life and everyone knew it. Everyone except Jane.




  Chapter 2




  “Do you,” the priest began, “Jane Kay, take this man, Tupper Watson, to be your lawfully wedded husband?”




  It seemed that was how Jane’s day started and, though she was in bed with her new husband on their wedding night listening to the silent sounds of the city stream through the open window of their apartment, Jane couldn’t believe her life was real.




  She loved Tupper. That’s why she agreed to marry him. But she always thought she’d grow up and be much more than a wife. Not that there was anything wrong with being a wife and raising a family, but when Jane was young, she had visions of more. Maybe a degree in business, she knew about money. Perhaps after the degree, a haberdashery. She loved hats. That’s why, when she woke to get a drink of water and found a man next to her, it was almost as if her childhood dreams evaporated before she had the chance to grow up. It didn’t feel real. Lack of money took all her dreams from her, just as everyone in the neighborhood always said it would. Not that it mattered. She loved Tupper. They would make a good life together. Still…




  “You can’t sleep? I have something that will fix that.” His tired words stirred aside her just as his body did. The warmth of his skin created a dramatic contrast from the cool air that drifted through the window, rustling the curtain.




  “I was thirsty,” Jane replied and moved to cover them both. His comforting passion somehow dissolved her thoughts of wonder.




  “I’m thirsty too, but not for water.” He inched over to kiss her naked shoulder.




  “Again? You’ll wear me out before I turn twenty!”




  “I doubt it. I’m older than you and if I die making love to you, it will be the best death a man could suffer.”




  “Tupper,” Jane started between kisses, “if we aren’t careful, we’ll have children before we’re married a week.”




  Tupper rolled closer to Jane and let his erection press into her. “Might as well get an early start. We could outdo the neighbors and everyone will hurry to keep up!”




  Jane wanted to tell him she had no inclination to keep up with the neighbors, or to be ahead of them by that means. She wanted to be able to keep up with herself and having children before they could afford a bigger apartment wasn’t the way to do it. Still, it was her wedding night and, though she and Tupper hadn’t waited until then to make love for the first time, it was tradition to consummate with abandon and they both knew it. Jane pushed her worry aside and allowed the affection. He was a good man, held a job, worried about her needs, and he knew how to properly make love to a woman, not that she had any experience to tell the difference, but he always made her feel good before he allowed himself release, and that had to be fine. Afterward, they’d lie in bed for hours embracing the smolder of love and talking of dreams of opportunity. Tupper always talked about the children he wanted. Jane agreed babies would be nice, but not right away, not until after they had a decent home of their own.




  * * * *




  “I can’t believe you. Didn’t you see me standing alone? How could you leave me in the clutches of that woman? How dare she even insinuate I am too picky? I can’t believe I allow you to work with those people after the way your boss’ wife spoke to me. You! You didn’t even bother to defend me.”




  Olivia’s temper flung across the half-dark room and Lorenz felt the words almost as sharp as a slap. He hadn’t left her alone all night, only long enough to go to the water closet, no more than five minutes, and now she was so upset, he’d probably have to spend most of the night convincing her she wasn’t picky even though she was and he knew it. “Darling,” he began, ignoring the impatient stomp of her foot against the floor under her dressing table, “I’m sure Mrs. Douglas didn’t mean you were picky. I’m sure she meant it in quite a different way…”




  “Really? And what way would that be? She said because I rearranged all the nameplates at the table, and I must say they were just a bit off center, that I was too picky. That’s what she said. She said it didn’t matter how they were placed. Doesn’t that seem a bit off to you? Doesn’t she realize how the impression of the dining table should look? If the nameplates are off, it sets the whole dining experience off. When I told her that her butler should have his collar pressed better and she should consider a new laundress, you would have thought she’d thank me for the concern. Instead, she insults me. And you let it happen.” Olivia sat in front of the mirror and picked up her silver hairbrush. She began brushing her long, dark hair. Her mouth moved silently counting the number of strokes, her anger visibly raging.




  Lorenz wanted to scream. Most of the time, Olivia seemed quite normal. She tended the house staff as if they knew their positions, she oversaw charitable duties with grace and she communicated affection to him in a manner in which he felt she was happy. Then there were those times when she acted quite irrationally. Those times when he thought she would drive him insane with her intense worry about trivial matters like nameplates on a table, or the constant, repetitive motion of checking the lock on the front door even though they paid servants to lock the house. Those times made his one-year marriage to Olivia feel like one hundred, and he wished he knew how to handle her outbursts better. He didn’t. No one did. Even her parents admitted Olivia had a strange sense of right and wrong about her. Right and wrong is what they called it. It was more like off and on and, though Olivia was on most of the time, Lorenz hated the off days.




  He noticed her behavior before they married during a walk in the park. She insisted the miniscule frayed edge on her umbrella be fixed by a servant before they left and threw an absolute fit when a tiny thread escaped the eye of the needle and hung almost undetectable as she strolled beside him. Thank goodness he had his pocketknife to snip it off. Then there was the dust on the windowsill in the sanctuary before the wedding. He had to climb four feet over a kneeler and dust off a two-inch span behind a curtain on a sill, a place no one saw for five years, except for Olivia. He had to tell his new mother-in-law not to pay the woman hired to clean the room, then he had to secretly pay her double because he thought the entire spectacle was silly. Dozens of such incidents occurred during the last year and Lorenz scarcely knew when they would take place. Preparation for the next episode was the extent of his marriage to Olivia Ousterhause.




  It was a cycle and Lorenz could almost read the signs. It started at the Douglas dinner party when Olivia stepped in where she shouldn’t and rearranged name cards. Lorenz wanted to stop her but knew it would only make matters worse. He hoped no one noticed Olivia’s meddling and he realized what would come next when Mrs. Douglas caught her. It was always the same. Olivia would arrive home, rant and rave for hours, maybe throw something at him. They’d spend the night in separate bedrooms and, in the morning, she’d apologize and expect him to overlook it all, which he always did. She was beautiful and generous most of the time, and he loved her when she was. When she was flippant, he didn’t love her, he didn’t even know her.




  On his last visit to his doctor, Lorenz spoke about Olivia. The doctor assured Lorenz that as soon as Olivia had children, and with age, her episodes would settle. Months passed and still no baby. Making love with Olivia was intense. She was supple, her firm breasts warm, her scent enticing, and her appetite for satisfaction raging. Her body gave and gave and she rarely tired. In fact, Lorenz made love to his wife more often than he cared to in hopes for conception leading to a banishment of Olivia’s episodes.




  Instead of receding, Olivia’s temperament grew more out of control. She became increasingly more intolerant of small mishaps. She’d straighten the rug in the hall and complain to the staff about messiness. She’d argue with the postman about the proper procedure for filling the postbox. She’d insist on going to the market herself because the cook wasn’t capable of purchasing the freshest produce. On those off days, she’d fire the staff for silly reasons and have to hire new. Her mood changed for the better with the new employees and then, after a short time, the cycle would start again.




  Lorenz hated the way she treated the staff. It was unjustifiable. Olivia was so insistent he felt he had no choice but to follow her orders. He’d find the fired staff and pay them double severance, apologize for his wife’s outbursts, and place them in suitable jobs, all behind Olivia’s back. It was all he could do to keep the peace at home and it seemed no amount of consummation was ever going to produce a child to tame his wife’s temper.




  “I can’t do this anymore, Lorenz. This house is too big and the staff is incompetent. I need someone to help me.”




  The tears ran down her cheeks faster than the brush through her hair. Lorenz thought she may actually rip the hair right from her head in the process of brushing. He tried to remain calm when all he wanted to do was slam the door behind him and go back to Italy. Forcing compassion, he put his attorney bargaining skills to work. “Funny you should mention that, darling. I was talking to some of the men at the firm and they said the very same of their wives. It’s such a big job, running a household, and they suggested we hire someone to oversee operations, someone who reports your orders to the servants then reports directly to you. They say it saves countless hours of time and the overseer, the chief of housekeeping of sorts, saves you from running to each staff member directly. The other men say it’s all the rage for these big households. We should give it a try.”




  Lorenz approached his wife at the dressing table and saw his own reflection in her mirror. His coffee-colored complexion contrasted with the creamy white of hers and he felt as if their differences in heredity and upbringing were catalysts in the disparities in their personalities. Olivia was a high-strung perfectionist, a girl given every advantage, while he could adjust to situations, the life of a poor boy thrown off Italian streets. She looked young and beautiful, nearly animated, while he looked haggard and old, much too old for his twenty-seventh year. She was pretty, her long dark hair gleamed and no amount of brushing would make it shine more while his hair took on the dryness of an unkempt man. Something was very wrong in that Lorenz felt like a new man only a year ago, and now he felt as if he were one hundred. He needed to fix whatever was wrong before his discarded life as a petty thief became desirable again.




  “No one else could tell these people what to do the way I like it done. There isn’t anyone out there able to keep my house the way it needs to be. I have to be in charge. There are no competent workers in New York. None! No one knows how to follow orders properly.”




  Lorenz sensed Olivia’s jumpiness at his idea by the way she spoke and brushed. He could tell it would be hard to convince his wife to let someone else take over. He thought about forcing her affection to deflate her aggression, and make love to her right on the floor of her bedroom. Maybe sex would make her forget or would calm her? Instead she was ranting and he’d never get her past that, not until she’d been through the cycle. In the morning, after she’d come back to herself, they’d make love and everything would return to normal. “I told the men,” Lorenz continued his lie, “there was no one who could do the job as well as you and they suggested I talk to Father. They say he has excellent ties to the working community and he knows who is a good match for jobs needing filled.”




  “Father Griffin?” she questioned her reflection.




  Lorenz knew Olivia trusted her parish priest. He’d been her family’s priest, the ruler of their congregation since her parents moved to New York before Olivia’s birth. He baptized her. He confirmed her. He married her.




  Olivia stopped brushing. “Do you really think he could find an acceptable candidate?”




  “The men at the firm say he’s found successful people for them. I see no reason why he can’t for you, darling. Maybe Sunday, after morning services, you could speak to him.” Lorenz knew the trust Olivia held toward Father Griffin was the key and he hoped the priest could suggest someone to relieve the pressure in their household. He made a mental note to stop at the church in the morning on the way to work and have a word with the priest to prepare him for Olivia’s visit. Informing Father Griffin of the situation beforehand may help make matters with Olivia easier.




  Olivia began brushing again, this time with less combative strokes. “Maybe I should.”




  * * * *




  “I may have the perfect candidate for your needs.” Father Griffin took his place behind the immense, oak desk in his office and motioned for Olivia to sit. “I know your mother’s rules probably apply to your household and I’m sure your standards are as high.” The fingers on his right hand, with the large, cut emerald ring, tapped against the slick, varnished desktop as he contemplated. His gold, ceremony robes rustled against the velvet chair as he sat.




  “Actually,” Olivia replied, “I think Mother is too indulgent with her personnel.”




  Father Griffin guessed Mrs. Ousterhause, Olivia’s mother, was none too lenient with her staff. He’d known it since the day the Ousterhauses became part of his parish when he saw her demand her carriage driver wipe a spec of dirt from the carriage stair before she stepped out. Genevieve Ousterhause was a good woman, a bit fanatic about details, but still, a decent and honest woman and a major financial contributor to the church. From his informal discussion with Lorenz a few days before, he guessed because Olivia’s mother was so particular, Olivia had become more so, thus finding it difficult to hold servants. But Father Griffin did have the perfect match to help Olivia through her problem, at least temporarily, until a baby was conceived, as Lorenz suggested. Father Griffin moved to open the side drawer of his desk and pulled out an address written on a small piece of paper. He stared at the address for a second, took a deep breath, and then said with reserve, “This woman has been in one of our other parishes as long as you have attended this one. I know her well. She’s newly widowed, poor woman, and is in need. I know how important it is for you to provide for the needy, so this would give you the opportunity to do so from the comfort of your home.”




  “Needy? You mean homeless?” At the mention of a homeless, needy person, Olivia scooted to the edge of her seat and a nervous twitch graced the corners of her mouth.




  Father Griffin knew he used the wrong words the minute he said them. Olivia Arpetta assumed homeless to be scruffy and unstable. She thought homeless were dirty. More than likely, she probably thought his office was a disgrace with the stench of old fabric, dust, and stale wine all around, Olivia Arpetta was that particular. The ladies the church hired to clean Father’s office did a wonderful job but rather than point out that fact, he watched as Olivia concentrated while he spoke. Olivia would bring the matter of cleanliness up at the next Altar Society meeting, Father was sure.




  He moved to correct himself. “No, not homeless. Her deceased husband, God rest his soul, fell from a building. He was a brick layer. Because of his the death, Jane has acquired a financial burden too large for regular factory jobs to accommodate. Poor girl, her husband was somewhat of a gambler and the expense of the funeral was great. She needs the larger, steadier income your husband could provide. She’s also meticulous and extremely bright for her upbringing.”




  “Sometimes my husband does not know the value of a dollar, Father.” Olivia spoke of Lorenz’s quickness to pay too much for anything. He would volunteer to pick up the ticket when members of the firm went to dinner. He would pay bonuses to the servants at Christmas, even when they did little work. Lorenz gave far too much severance pay to those she fired. True, Lorenz had his reasons for overpaying, the main one being that since he grew up poor, he hated to see others suffer. That was a fine quality, yet Lorenz was always reaching into his pocket for money.




  Prepared for Olivia’s reaction, Father Griffin began, “I don’t mean to overpay her, Mrs. Arpetta. I’m merely pointing out, with your husband’s larger income and higher status, it affords a better salary, you understand. It isn’t as if Jane would be working for the man who owns the tavern down the way; she’d be working for someone of privileged social rank.”




  “Of course. I agree.”




  “Would you like me to send her to your home when Mr. Arpetta is available?” Father Griffin knew that wasn’t necessary. Lorenz already met, approved, and set a salary for Jane Watson ahead of Olivia’s consent. He had to, he explained to Father Griffin, because if Olivia set the salary for the job, it would be far too low for the required duties.




  “That isn’t necessary, Father.” Olivia stood to leave. “If you feel she’s a candidate, then I trust your judgment. It isn’t necessary for Lorenz to approve. I am the one she needs to see. Why don’t you send her over tomorrow at nine, no wait, at nine I meet with Cook about supper. Mrs….”




  “Watson. Jane Watson,” Father Griffin replied.




  “Mrs. Watson should arrive precisely at nine twenty. I abhor tardiness, make sure she knows that.”




  “I will, Olivia, but there will be no problems in that respect.” The priest already knew Olivia’s compulsion toward tardiness. She’d written countless letters to the bishop about the five minute leeway beginning church services on Sundays. Countless letters. All of those discarded as rhetoric. Occasionally, mass began late. It was unavoidable. A parishioner who needed council, a visit to a parent with a sick child, or late night attendance at meetings kept Father Griffin busy.




  * * * *




  Jane took a deep breath before she knocked on the door. If the door, with its heavy carved woodwork and gilded knob, was any indication of the formality of the people inside, Jane would need all her bravery to enter. She was used to small neighborhood familiarity, not uppity constraint. If the salary offered by Mr. Arpetta was lower, Jane wouldn’t have considered the position. She wasn’t one to tolerate the self-imposed rules of the upper crust. But Jane needed the money. Tupper ruined her financially. He was a good man and a great lover, but he was a terrible gambler and if Jane didn’t do something, she’d be destitute in a week. This job, with its formal doors and warnings from Father Griffin about the behavior of the mistress of the house wasn’t perfect but it offered Jane the security she needed to get back on her feet. The salaried room and board was enough to give her a good start in the right direction, when she decided what the right direction was. For a few months, Jane could handle haughtiness.
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