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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  Liberty Road





  “...Liberty Road is a captivating love story that will grip at your heartstrings as you read...




  ...Keep your tissues close ladies as you experience Ida Keller’s courageous quest to escape such a young turbulent life.”




  Reviewed by Briana Burress for Romance Junkies




  “...The story is a meandering tale of people and their lives. I like characters that seem real with good points and flaws. I liked the realistic situations in the book and find the information particularly well researched.”




  Reviewed by Lori for Lighthouse Literary Reviews




  “...A very deeply moving tale of one woman’s circumstance. The characters are wonderfully written with depth and history... Ms. Snyder pulled a lot of emotions out of these characters that made you want to laugh and cry alongside of them...”




  Reviewed by Wateena for Coffee Time Romance




  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Sally Murphy




  ~~For my parents and my grandmothers for their constant support in my life.~~




  Chapter 1




  The sun set golden across the azure sky. Brilliant streams of light beamed through cotton white, silver-edged clouds, creating a dramatic contrast against the new leafed, spring green of the trees, emerald with the approaching dusk. The coolness of the early evening rushed up to meet the wagon as its large, round wheels cut into black dirt. Rusty metal hinges and brackets clunked against hard buckboard sides as spoked wheels slid easily into the rutted path.




  “What a lovely evening for a party!” Ida exclaimed, jubilant.




  Chris Trapp held the reins of his two-horse team, looked sideways at Ida and smiled. He knew she was so happy because of the beautiful spring day after the long, cold Nebraska winter. He was as well. The reflected rays of the setting sun caught in her expression. The sunbeams made her smile and glow with happiness. Because of the sunbeams, she was even more beautiful, if that was possible. He was a lucky man! Even if his plan for the evening failed, he still felt blessed to have Ida with him at that moment in his life. Even if he lived no more days, he lived that one with contentment. It was as if God planted all the goodness and wonder of the world around him. How fortunate he could have so much!




  Ida’s copper hair wafted in the early evening breeze and she reached with her small hand to tuck its waves behind her ears.




  Over the arched backs of the draft horses under the rolling hills in their wake, Edgar Conner’s plow burrowed into the rich, dark earth of Horner land. The scent of musty soil and damp spring surrounded them as he waved merrily to the passing wagon. Ida waved in return and then looked to Chris.




  * * * *




  Up until last year, Ida’s life was a turbulent mess! After years and years of frightful grief and terror, her wagon rolled on a wonderful, peaceful and happy path with a great man.




  She grinned at her escort, then looked to the bright yellow setting sun. Wasn’t it funny how she hardly noticed how much her life had changed? Yet the changes were so drastic! Not in the place or the faces around her. As in any small town, things in Barnhill remained virtually the same. Day in and day out, the small town of Barnhill changed very little, save for births and deaths. The changes were in Ida, and they were good. Her old life seemed like it belonged to another person.




  A year? Only a year! It seemed like a lifetime. Ida looked to the man she’d grown to love. Chris was an honorable man, gentle and strong, honest and dependable, trustworthy and protective. Only such a man would have been able to get her through a troublesome period and for that, Ida was very thankful.




  She smiled at him as he expertly guided the two spotted horses down the road to the old Hoppie place, now occupied by the Martinas. To look at him, sitting serenely behind the two large animals, no one could tell he was strong and dependable. His baby face and calm, chestnut-shaded eyes concealed the strength that centered in his soul. A look closer and it was apparent with his broad shoulders, muscular arms and powerful legs, Chris Trapp could hold his own.




  Chris clicked his tongue to direct the team and sent his comfortable gaze to Ida.




  She returned his cheer. To look at his outward, peaceful demeanor, no one would have been able to tell Christopher Trapp was one of the toughest businessmen and most fearsome lawmen west of the Mississippi. Nobody in his right mind would have mentioned otherwise. She found out early in her relationship with him. No one took his boyish looks as a condition of his personality for very long before finding out just how independent, straightforward and vigorous Chris Trapp was. On top of that, anyone could tell he was in excellent shape for a man his age. Not that twenty-eight was old. Chris was considered merely a pup when people were living way into their sixties. All that muscle wrapped up in a button-front shirt neatly tucked into a pair of mildly-worn Levis stretched across his narrow waist; he didn’t look old at all! In fact, he was far from it.




  “We could bid our regards to our hosts at this party and go home early if you’d like. You could tell them I’m not feeling well.” Her hand lit on Chris’ shoulder.




  Even though she knew he would enjoy nothing more than going back home with her, Ida knew what he would reply.




  “Alfonso is expecting us,” he said instead.




  Ida wrapped her arm through his and brushed her hand tenderly against his ribs. “It’s warm and quiet at your house, and I changed the sheets on your bed this morning.”




  Commanded by their driver, the team stopped and Chris turned toward her. He took her into his powerful arms and kissed her hard and possessively on the mouth. When she could feel his body reacting to his kiss, Chris held Ida away. He stared into the sparkle of her eyes and looked for any hidden message there. “There is nothing I would like more, right now, than to take you home to bed, but I thought we talked about this. My bed is your bed. My sheets are your sheets. My home is your home for as long as you want it. You’ve worked as hard at keeping it a home as I have. Do you still feel like it isn’t as much yours as mine?”




  She’d been living in Chris’s house for more than a year. As the boss, he made the choice to take her off the board at the saloon after a particularly rough customer beat her to a pulp, twice. He moved her into his house as his housekeeper. He gave her ‘light duty’, or so he called it. “Temporary,” he said to her the day her abuser was killed. Temporary turned to weeks and weeks turned to months, and until recently, she remained his housekeeper and cook. Then the day came when he returned from an errand early to find her taking a bath and love followed. She answered him, “I know what we talked about. I just feel maybe I should go back to work. It’s a small town. I’ve heard what people are saying. It doesn’t look right, me staying with you and all. Especially since we, well, I know it sounds funny coming from an old whore, but it just doesn’t seem proper. It’s your name, Chris! I’d hate to have it ruined all over town!”




  Chris raised his eyebrows at her comment.




  She knew she was hardly an old whore. At twenty-two, she was still young. The old whores from Ida’s memory were wrinkly, overweight, mature women with too much makeup and perfume, creased with folds and folds of aged body, stuffed into a too flashy dress. She knew she didn’t resemble a whore anymore, her hair was no longer brassy and she no longer wore make-up on her face. Not to mention, the dress she was wearing was very respectable and not in the least revealing. Except for the deep scar above her right eye obtained in a skirmish, and the fact everyone in Barnhill knew her previous occupation, no one would have guessed she used to sell herself. What did it matter anyway?




  Chris’ answer to that was, “I don’t want you going back to work at the brothel and I don’t give a damn what people in town are saying!”




  “Chris, I have to be able to support myself. You know as well as I do you don’t need a housekeeper.” Staying on at Chris’s house was good for her. Living at Chris’s helped her heal, externally, as well as internally. Without Chris, Ida would be dead. He gave her time. He gave her a sense of security. He gave her back her sense of being. But now, she was healed. And now, her emotions toward him were getting in the way of common sense.




  She had to get back to work at the saloon or else move on to the next town as she usually did. She didn’t want to go back. Her life with Chris, five or ten years down the road, was more favorable to life as a whore, but no one wanted a used woman around permanently. What could she do? Her entire life was a series of things gone wrong. Ever since she could remember...




  Chapter 2




  Doctor Henry Keller stood at the makeshift gate of Gavin Jarrard’s property. He hated to venture past the gate attached to the rickety fence, not because of the poverty within, but because he knew Mrs. Jarrard’s condition was not good and there was nothing medically to be done for her. Time, medicine, and prayers were what she needed.




  Had Henry known, when he traveled to Oklahoma years ago, he would face such a challenging amount of death and illness, he would have stayed in Boston where life was safe, albeit a bit boring. However, travel he did, in search of a better, more prosperous way of life, just as everyone else did during the years of the Oklahoma Free Land Race.




  “I was too old to come here!” he cursed himself as he pondered opening the gate. His trusty and faithful dog growled at his side as he touched the cold, bent metal of the wrought iron. “Stay,” he commanded his pet.




  Old? It seemed like such an oppressive word for someone in his early forties. Forty wasn’t old! Forty? he thought as his weight creaked up the broken-down stairs of the dilapidated porch. Lots of the men on the wagon trains west were older than that!




  He reached to knock on the worn, wooden door. His valiant dog mindfully stood behind by the broken-down fence, the thick, brown hair at the back of his neck on edge.




  Henry thought of his journey three years ago. It was a tough trip. Some had died trying to get to the race for free land. Some had turned back, disillusioned with the hard work and struggles life in the unclaimed west brought. Henry made it! He made it, won a small spot of land with a beautiful view of a stream that ran criss-cross through his property, and set up his medical practice. After he’d been in Oklahoma a little more than a year, he met and married Susanne. He’d thrived in Oklahoma.




  He knocked again, louder. Perhaps Mr. Jarrard was tending to his sick wife. Henry heard his faithful dog bark a warning behind him.




  “I guess my life isn’t that bad. I have all I need and a lovely wife to boot!” The thought of Susanne at home waiting for him made him want to tend to Mrs. Jarrard and get back home quickly. Not that there would be too much tending. What Mrs. Jarrard needed most was medicine and Gavin Jarrard was too proud and backward to let her have it. Much as Henry tried, Gavin refused.




  “God’ll mek her well, Doc,” was Gavin’s inflexible comment the night before when Henry left with the promise to return first thing in the morning.




  “Mr. Jarrard? Gavin? It’s Henry Keller. I’m here to check on your wife!” Henry announced as he tried the latch on the door. Gavin was not the only hick who refused modern medicine! Most folks who resided in the woods surrounding Inland declined. They wanted little or nothing to do with the old ways of the East. That’s one reason why they migrated west in the first place. Most searched for a less structured, less crowded, less demanding way of life. Receiving medicine from the East would be like going back to the old ways. Heaven forbid!




  Henry pushed against the wooden door. Its hard flatness creaked open, metal hinges against metal.




  Out of the darkness, a loud bang sounded, and then there was nothing. Only total blackness remained, along with Gavin Jarrard standing above Doctor Keller, the barrel of his shotgun aimed at Henry’s head. “Lotta good yer citified medicine ways done fer my wife! Dagburn city docs ain’t got no sense bein’ out here! She’s long bin dead as will ya be in a minute er two! That’ll teech ya ta bring yer useless medicine where it don’t beelong!”




  * * * *




  Susanne Keller paced back and forth across the polished, grooved boards of the floor. The pressed folds of her long dress rustled in the quiet of the room. Mrs. Jarrard certainly must be very ill in order to keep Henry from home so long. He’d expected to be home by lunch and here it was, nearly time for supper.




  After checking the fire in the wood-burning stove and moving the kettle of water to boil for a cup of tea, Susanne looked out the window for what seemed like the hundredth time. It was getting dark. Still, no Henry! What could be keeping him? She thought about riding to the Jarrards on her own. It was late. Henry wouldn’t approve of her being out alone after dark. There were too many risks involved if a woman ventured unaccompanied past sunset. If the mountain lions didn’t smell her out, perhaps an outlaw would. No telling what would happen then.




  The small town of Inland lay between Jarrard and Keller land. Susanne could make it to Inland before dark. She decided to ride to the sheriff’s office in town and send him off to check on Henry.




  After moving the teakettle from the fire, Susanne Keller donned her wrap and went to the barn to saddle her horse.




  Just as she exited the barn with her mount, she saw a rider approach.




  “Mrs. Keller? Mrs. Keller?” the sheriff’s voice echoed in the approaching evening.




  “Why hello, Sheriff! I was just on my way to see you. I was wondering if you...”




  The sheriff interrupted her, “Susanne, I have some terrible news for you.” He dismounted his horse and approached her.




  It was then Susanne noticed the sheriff’s dismal expression. Susanne also noticed the second horse in tow and Henry’s dog walking, its head held as if he was being punished. She could also see the figure, wrapped and draped over the second horse. “What? What is it, Sheriff?” Uncertainty rang hollow in her voice.




  “I’m sorry, Susanne. It’s Henry.” He reached to touch her shoulder as a gesture of comfort.




  “Henry, yes,” she stuttered, “please, Sheriff, could you ride and check on Henry? He went to...” She pushed his hand away and tried to block out the realization that slowly crept into her perfect world.




  The sheriff’s hand dropped to his side. This was the hardest thing he had to do in a long, long time. “Susanne, Henry is dead. Please. Let me take you inside.”




  “Dead?” Susanne’s voice echoed disbelieving, “No, Henry’s at Gavin Jarrard’s. Millie is sick.”




  “I have Henry here, ma’am. Please. Come inside.” He wasn’t quite sure how to proceed. The least he could do is offer his help to the new widow. “Mrs. Keller. Please.”




  Susanne’s knees buckled under her and she crumpled into a sorrowed heap on the dry ground as she saw the sheriff mouth the words about her husband’s death. This couldn’t be happening! This wasn’t real! This was some horrible nightmare and Henry would come riding around the bend any minute now. “No! No! God, no! Henry is not dead! He’s not!”




  * * * *




  Susanne thought the stories about rain during funerals were manufactured in someone’s imagination to make a miserable day seem even bleaker. Nevertheless, there she was, standing beside her husband’s grave with the preacher and mourning townspeople, all in attendance dressed in forlorn black, in the cold, sleety rain. Her life seemed as destitute as the gray day itself.




  Why didn’t she stop Henry when he told her he was going to the Jarrards? If she had just managed to persuade him to stay home another minute, perhaps this tragedy could have been prevented. Now, because she was too weak a person to convince her husband there was nothing he could do for poor Millie Jarrard, Henry was dead. Henry was dead and Susanne was alone, desperately so, without consolation. How could she go on without him when she’d built her life around him? Her whole world revolved around Henry and his practice. She made breakfast in time for Henry to go to the office in town. She did laundry when Henry needed clean clothes. She attended social functions in honor of a newly delivered baby or if one of Henry’s patients had a birthday. Now that Henry was dead, what light would she use to direct her life?




  The preacher ended the funeral service amid the sobs of his flock and instructed the widow to toss the first handful of black earth onto her husband’s coffin.




  Susanne did so mechanically. Her brain willed her hand to move, and it did. Only by willing her feet to turn and walk from the graveyard, did she manage to do so. She then had to will her body to climb aboard the small, black covered funeral wagon in order to get on. Her shell of a body had no choice but to do as her brain commanded. It was as if she wasn’t even there. People and objects moved in front of her and she saw them, but she could not commit them to her memory. Lost in a shadow of grief and angst, Susanne wished she had died along with her husband.




  * * * *




  “Mrs. Keller, may I have a word with you?” a young, well-dressed man asked as he stood alongside Susanne in the church hall.




  Susanne nodded politely and motioned for him to sit in the chair next to her in the receiving line. So many people came to offer their condolences, it was only proper for her to accept his gesture of sympathy.




  “Mrs. Keller, I’m Paul Logan, Inland’s City Attorney. Words cannot describe how sorry I am about your loss.”




  “Thank you, Mr. Logan. I appreciate it,” Sally replied as she had to all the other well-wishers.




  “Actually, Mrs. Keller, I was talking to a mutual friend of ours, Miss Maples.”




  “Oh, yes,” Susanne replied dryly. Trudy was always talking to someone, who was a mutual friend of someone else. “And how is Trudy? I haven’t seen her. Is she here?”




  “No, ma’am. She wishes you her very best, though,” the attorney said.




  “Thank her for me, will you?” Susanne wondered what relationship this young man had with Trudy Maples. Trudy was notorious for butting her nose into places it didn’t belong, especially where young, ambitious men were concerned. Not that Paul Logan was all that young. He had to be around Susanne’s own age.




  “Yes, ma’am, I will. That isn’t the reason I’m here, though.”




  Susanne’s blonde brows came together.




  Paul Logan continued, “Actually, Mrs. Keller, Tru...Miss Maples knew your undying attachment to your husband, God rest his good soul, and she was concerned about your well-being.”




  “She was,” Susanne replied soberly as more of a statement than a question. Numb. Her whole life was numb and passionless.




  “She was, ma’am. She was concerned you would feel, if I may speak frankly?”




  “Speak as you wish, Mr. Logan.” What did it matter the words the man used? His point would end the same whether he sugarcoated it or not and Susanne was tired of beating, proprietarily, around the bush.




  “Thank you,” Mr. Logan continued. “She was concerned you may find yourself at a loss of income, as well as a husband. Miss Maples has asked me to look out for you, if I may be so bold.”




  “Well, that was very nice of Trudy to worry. But I will be fine, Mr. Logan.”




  Paul Logan took in the appearance of the new widow. Trudy was right. She was much younger and more vibrant than the old doctor was. The widow would have need of what he offered, though she didn’t know it yet. “Mrs. Keller, I will get right to the point. Miss Maples said you might be in need of some help with managing the parcel of land your husband owned. She informed me you helped with the work alongside him, but she was worried you would find his departure difficult. The harvest and the finances can all be very trying at times.”




  Trying? Finances? Susanne had scarcely gotten past the funeral arrangements, and now this man wanted to talk about her financial future? “I’m sorry, Mr. Logan...”




  “Please, call me Paul.”




  “I’m sorry, Mr. Logan,” Susanne reiterated loud enough in case anyone was listening, “at this moment, I have so much on my mind, I can scarcely fit one more thought in. Perhaps we could talk about this later. After a few weeks, after I’ve had time to get my husband’s affairs in order. I am inundated with the situation as it is. I could not possibly make the decision today. If you don’t mind?”




  “Yes, ma’am. I understand. I will leave you with my card, as well as my heartfelt sympathy.”




  “Thank you, Mr. Logan. I will look in on your office if I feel the need.” She watched him turn on his heels and exit the building. Sometimes it was nice to live in a small town. People were always concerned about the welfare of others. Maybe someday, if she felt the need, after all this mess with the funeral was over, after she was able to sort out her thoughts, maybe she’d take him up on his offer.




  Chapter 3




  “For heavens sake! No one is going to think any less of you, Susanne.” Trudy Maples reached over and poured her friend a cup of tea. The hot liquid sent a steaming swirl up from the rim of the red willow china and its fragrant, herbal aroma filled the air. “I don’t see any reason why you shouldn’t let Paul manage your affairs. Paul handles my affairs and no one thinks any less of me.”




  “The people in town may think there’s something going on between us. The last thing I want is for the old bitties talking about me while bent over their quilting racks.” Susanne’s comment echoed over her teacup.




  “Nonsense!” Trudy giggled. “As long as you’re in mourning and keep your statements about Paul formal, no one will think anything of the sort. Besides, everyone in town knows he and I are, well, that he and I are on the verge of a very big announcement so they should know nothing is going on between the two of you.” Trudy sounded sure of herself.




  Susanne Keller smiled, though she didn’t share her friend’s confidence. Trudy Maples was seen, on many occasions, in the presence of Paul Logan, but Susanne wasn’t quite sure if they were exclusive. Paul Logan never made his intentions about Trudy publicly clear, nor had he made the move to completely detach himself from the ranks of the young and single. However, just because Paul had not yet made that move, didn’t mean he wasn’t intending to. Perhaps Trudy knew something no one else in town did.




  On top of that, there were those looks Paul always seemed to bestow on Susanne. The ones Susanne usually caught out of the corner of her eye, which, had she not been newly widowed, would have told her she was his next challenge. The looks that made her feel as if her clothes, black, proper, and conservative as they were, did not quite cover her at all.




  Each time could have been imagined. The time just after Henry’s funeral at the hall as Paul exited, he turned back and stared at Susanne as if she were his next meal and Susanne felt revolted by it. Then there was the time at the summer dance when Paul offered to get Susanne a glass of fresh lemonade and accidentally brushed against the curve of her breasts as he reached over. At first, Susanne thought it was a mishap, but his hand lingered on her skin just a tad too long. Or did it? These, on top of the many other times, led Susanne to believe perhaps Trudy was in for an upset in her relationship with Paul Logan.




  Susanne sighed deep and smiled at her friend. Maybe she was just imagining it all. Paul Logan was, after all, an up-and-coming, promising young attorney with his sights set on Congress. What could he possible want in associating with her, except to help her with her finances? At that, she owned very little, save for the acres Henry won in the land race. Thank goodness for those! Without Henry’s fore planning, Susanne would have been left with nothing.




  Henry was a good doctor. He strived to make everyone in and around Inland comfortable with him for their medical care. They did, except for Mr. Jarrard who thought, in his backward way, Henry’s medicine killed Mrs. Jarrard. People came for miles just to have Henry look after them. Sometimes, they paid him hard cash for his services. Most of the time, they paid with baked goods or the harvest from their fields and stockyards. In any case, Henry’s medical practice kept them food rich and money poor. It was good Henry had land.




  “I said I doubt anyone will think the less of you if you allow Paul to manage your farm. Did you hear me, Susanne?” Trudy said louder. “Goodness! I can’t imagine where your thoughts have wandered off to.”




  “Oh! I’m sorry,” Susanne began a lie, “I was just wondering if I couldn’t handle the finances by myself. Henry didn’t let me in on that, but there can’t be much to it. Sometimes his patients paid him with eggs, for heavens sakes!”




  Trudy reached across the crisp, linen-covered table and patted her friend’s hand. “Paul and I have discussed this at length and he thinks it’s all the better for you to relax and let him handle the finances. He thinks it will do you good. He wants to help and he feels in this way, he can take some of the burden of the farm from your shoulders.” She paused as if to make sure Susanne was still listening, then continued in a quieter voice, “Besides, if you became one of Paul’s clients, think of all the eligible bachelors you would come in contact with. Who knows? You’re still young! I think in no time, you’ll catch yourself a new husband. In any case, I think you should let Paul do this for you. Why bother yourself with those matters? Paul would be doing this for you absolutely free. I can’t stress how having a man like Paul Logan in your service would make you look like you were better off today than yesterday.”




  Susanne wondered if her situation warranted a financial advisor. She ignored her friend’s comment about a husband. “I suppose I could go and talk to Mr. Logan. How much harm would that do?”




  “Good!” Trudy exclaimed, “Would you like some more tea?” She reached to her lap to swoosh away crumbs that didn’t exist, smoothed the pressed folds of her newest store bought dress, and placed an expensive woven napkin there.




  With that, Susanne knew their conversation about Paul Logan was over. It didn’t surprise her. Trudy was the type who enjoyed helping others as long as, in the end, the benefit was hers. Having Susanne associate with Paul Logan would be a tremendous benefit for Trudy. Susanne was Trudy’s friend. Trudy wanted to get closer to Paul. Putting Susanne closer to Paul would put Trudy closer to him. Not that Trudy Maples was someone who needed help getting close to anyone. She was what most people in Inland, Oklahoma called a ‘social climber’. That didn’t make her a bad person. She was a good woman. With her fancy dresses and expensive jewels, she was a bit material, but she had a good heart.




  * * * *




  Paul Logan looked up from Henry Keller’s makeshift filing system and smiled as politely as he could manage. His dark eyes reflected the light of the lantern. Why didn’t Doctor Keller, with all his advanced technology, invest in something besides kerosene lighting? “Is this all?” He tucked his fingers under the lapel of his pinstripe suit and pulled the knot of his tie to one side.




  Susanne nodded dishearteningly.




  “There are no more records of accounts receivable? No more income you can think of at all?” His tie loosened around the white, starched collar of his shirt. He really did have to talk to Lo-Ying at Inland Laundry. Too much starch!




  Susanne raised her eyebrows and nodded again amongst Henry’s papers as they stretched across her kitchen table. The cut glass hurricane lamp in the center illuminated the stacks, now neatly arranged by Paul Logan’s hand. “I’m afraid that’s all there is, Mr. Logan. As I told you, Henry’s filing system and his patient payments didn’t amount to much.”
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