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ONE

Vanetta was as spoiled as they came. But then, George Adair loved and spoiled his daughter beyond reason. That would explain her childish bouts of temper when she couldn’t get her way. Like now. But this was one time George was adamant, his fate and plans had been sealed. 

Five months ago, on July 4th, Vicksburg had surrendered to the north and it looked as if the war was almost over. He and his daughter lived in Memphis Tennessee all their lives. It was December 30th and they had just spent a very sad Christmas. Now he was doing his damnest to make his daughter see what was in her best interest, and once more, he was failing miserably.

The Civil War destroyed his plantation; his beloved South was in ruins. After Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation his slaves were freed but to his astonishment, the house maid and her husband stayed; the others had chosen to take their chances further north. He feared most would have been better off staying here, where they belonged, instead of sleeping in doorways in towns, deserted barns, or caves back in the wilderness. And how would free slaves be able to fill their bellies with food? He’d owned many slaves, but he was always fair to them only having them flogged when it was warranted. 

He, his deceased wife and his beautiful daughter had had a good life on the plantation. But his good life, as well as his health had been destroyed by the damn Yankees. His cotton crop burned because he didn’t want it to get into the hands of the Union soldiers. What a terrible loss, especially for his daughter, Vanetta. His pampered, sweet daughter wasn’t what one would agree too as being sweet, especially now.

“Oh, Papa,” her big eyes watered, “please do not make me do this.” Pink lips pouted.

George sighed. You’d be surprise how a little, “Oh, Papa” can sound so melodramatic. 

He hated to resort to this, but he was given no choice in this serious matter. No choice at all. 

According to the doctor, he had only a short time to live. Everything he loved was gone; all but his daughter. His beautiful Vanetta had eyes the like peridot, hair the color of fresh cooked carrots, and a temper that could erupt like a volcano at any time; a condition she was exhibiting at that very moment as a vase flew through the air. It sailed over his head and crashed against the wall. George murmured an oath and sat with a grunt. Her tantrums were not helping his ailing heart. It could stop at any time and he prayed he had enough beats left until he knew his daughter was safely on her way west to live with his brother.

“Baby,” he dabbed at his sweaty forehead with a soiled handkerchief and his frown got a little deeper. “Why must you argue with me again? I’ve told you more times than I care to remember, we have nothing left. The house and land are being auctioned off within the month and my old ticker is worn out. I’ll not rest until I know you are being cared for. Your Uncle Myron is willing to take you into his home.” His hands were clenching and unclenching at his side and he let out a heavy sigh. He had no one but himself to blame; his daughter was the product of too much love and not enough discipline.

“Oh, Papa,” she resorted to big tears; his little conniver knew he couldn’t resist them. “I can stay here. My friend Thea said I could live with her family. Pleeeease.” On came the water fountain.

George shook his head. Her dramatic sobbing wouldn’t do her any good this time. Albeit, it broke his heart to refuse her bidding, but no amount of tears would sway him. “No baby, your friend’s family is also poor, no better off than we are now, and you know this. The war had affected so many. You can see with your own eyes the destruction around you.” He tried reasoning again, knowing he was talking to an obstinate child. “It’s set. Uncle Myron and his wife Nipi’s son are going to be here in a few days and he’ll be taking you back with him. The man’s nice enough to come out of his way to get you.”

Vanetta vented a loud snort, harrumphed and shot him a look that spoke volumes. “Horse feathers!” He had chosen to ignore her opinion and the scorching glance and continued. “He’s delivering cattle, north of Savannah and will pick you up before he joins the wagon train. You’ll love it out west; your Aunt Nipi says its beautiful country.”

“I don’t care. I don’t want to get scalped by those heathens!” She flopped down on the chair portraying a gesture of a childish pique. Her once, bright yellow gown rustled and bellowed around her. Before the war she owned a rainbow selection of ball and day gowns, a new wardrobe every year. Now, they were all old and drab, but she still wore them proudly. Her body had developed early and had not altered; at nineteen she still presented an hour glass figure. 

“If I weren’t a lady, I’d spit!” she mumbled under her breath. Arms folded, pushing up her well-endowed bosom, she continued to pout. If necessary, he knew she was determined to sit there until the cows came home. In her case, till hell dripped icicles!

George allowed a long, exasperated sigh to escape his tight chest hoping to relieve all the knotted frustrations. It would take a miracle if his daughter didn’t drive him to the grave sooner because of her stubbornness. If only her mother were still alive, his wife never let the girl get away with being spoiled, not as much as he. Ah, his beautiful Lucile, how he missed her. And it didn’t help that Vanetta looked so much like her mother.  

“Baby, you can sit there all night, it will not deter my decision. As we speak, Alma is packing your belongings.” His tone discouraged further discussion. 

Scalped, indeed! Such foolish notions in that pretty head of hers. 

George gave his daughter a kiss on her brow and left her to stew alone. A bird could perch on her bottom lip. Later, he heard her bedroom door slam. He sighed deeply, and closed his eyes. 

Vanetta pouted more and sank deeper into the settee. Her jaw hurt from clenching her teeth together and she did not care when her father‘s face turned mottled red. She would not relent! She was taken by surprise when a small gray fur ball jumped onto her lap. Her French Poodle licked the tears on her face. “Oh, Mimi what are we to do?” The little mutt continued to lap away the tears. “I don’t want to go to that Godforsaken land. There are red-skinned men who cover their faces in paint. I’ve read about them. With my beautiful flaming hair, I’d be a good trophy for one of those Indians.” Mimi gave her a puzzled look, titling her small head, and then growled as if she agreed. 

She envisioned her hair flying on a stick like a flag. She shivered and squeezed the dog tighter. “Oh, horse feathers, maybe we should run away.” Again Mimi cocked her head. “Now don’t you look at me like that! I get enough of those strange glances from father. I’m telling you the truth, and I don’t have a vivid imagination. I can be killed in my sleep, and so can you!”

Mimi yapped and jumped from her lap, retreating under the couch, her tail wagging frantically. That’s it, Vanetta mused. She’d run away. She’d rise early in the morning and pack a satchel with a few personal items, and she and Mimi would run away. Surely, Thea would hide her. 

Before dawn, before the rooster crowed, before she knew the truth, before any sensible person was up and about, Vanetta Adair and her dog Mimi walked down the dusty road heading for freedom. It was still quite dark and chilly. She clutched her worn-out coat tighter to ward off the chill thinking about the poor Christmas she and her father spent eating collard greens and grits. She was sick of eating the same stuff day after day. She hated the war and she hated the damn Yankees for putting her though this miserable existence. As if she were the only one affected, she cursed unladylike. Strange sounds rustling in the nearby bushes gave her the jitters. 

“Oh, phooey, only a rabbit,” she whispered to the dog pressed close to her chest. The full moon caused scary shadows, giving her second thoughts. Her friend’s plantation was not far, especially if she cut through the woods. Vanetta continued to jump at every sound that bumped around her. Her heart was beating wildly as she walked, looking constantly over her shoulders. Her steps hastened expecting something to pounce on her at any moment. She was almost there. Vanetta knew she was close to the clearing, spotting smoke rising from the chimney. She assumed someone was preparing breakfast. As if on cue, her stomach rumbled, she’d be in time to eat. Without warning a large cat ran across her path. This cannot be good, thought Vanetta as Mimi jumped from her arms and ran after the feline. 

“Come back here, you silly dog.” But it seemed her pet was as stubborn as she and chased the cat up a tree. The canine barked frantically at her enemy. “Mimi! Stop,” Vanetta begged. 

“Someone will hear you.” The sun was rising, and so was her temper. She stamped her foot. “Stop this minute or I’ll leave you here!” she warned knowing it was a hollow threat. She’d never leave her dog, but the little animal could be so stubborn sometimes. Again Vanetta stamped her foot with soft shoes and a rock bruised her heel. She grumbled, rubbing at the soreness, threatening Mimi again.

Oh, what was she to do? The cat sat on a low branch, its weight making the limb bend closer to the ground. It was then she noticed that it was a baby mountain lion and its mother could be close behind. She gulped as it showed its claws, snarled and hissed, swiping at Mimi, catching the dog on the nose. The pooch yelped, and losing all its bravery she hightailed out of the woods. In all honesty, the little gray ball ran with her tail between its legs down the road in the direction of her home. Vanetta was not far behind.

Then she was home. This was not what she had planned. Taking in large gulps of air to replenish her winded lungs, she noticed it was quiet. Too quite. Usually Alma was up by now, sweeping the porch before preparing breakfast. Her husband should be around somewhere gathering eggs from the few scrawny chickens. Nothing. Not a soul. Something was definitely wrong! Running through the back door, she heard weeping. Alma was sitting in the kitchen, her head in her hands. Vanetta experienced panic like she had never known before fill her. 

“Papa?” she croaked and the servant looked up with tear filled eyes and nodded. 

Oh! God, noooo!

TWO

Chandler McDermott, born of an Irish father and Comanche mother, was in the worst of moods. Shit! That was putting it mildly! It was a long, hard cattle drive, and he had to contend with hot weather, storms and stampedes. But he had made it to Fort Smith, Arkansas and made a good profit for the herd. Because of the Civil War, meat was very scarce and was grateful that the Army had offered to buy the herd. This was as far as he was willing to go with the dozens of steers in his care. No telling what starving soldiers would have done if he had tried escorting the animals further south. 

He sat on his mount, riding towards the plantation, still grumpy about his mission. It was bad enough that he had been on the range for months eating dust but, and it was a big but, now he had to travel further east, risk his neck and go out of his way to fetch a snot-nosed, spoiled child, to bring back home with him. This Vanetta Adair was his cousin on his stepfather’s side. If it weren’t for his friend Gabby waiting for him outside of Independence, he would’ve spent a few nights in a local tavern and pleasured himself with a prostitute. Instead, he had had a few drinks, and then retired early to be on the move before dawn broke. Many nights he had slept on the trail with the company of small creatures and a few howling coyotes.  

God knew he loved his mother, Icimanipi-Wihopowin, which means-travels beautiful woman-but this was asking too much. Now she only answers to the name Nipi. Her grand-mother, an Apache, was captured by a Comanche warrior, so Chandler McDermott was a mixed breed; you might say a mutt. He had heard the stories of Vanetta from his stepbrother, Austin who had visited the Adair’s house a few years back when George’s wife was ill. 

“Mother, please,” he recalled the conversation before he left home. “Austin claims this Vanetta is a snit and I have no time to baby sit a child like her. The trail back here is dangerous and it takes many months to get wagons safely out west. How can I..?”

Nipi had smiled the way that always won over her adversaries and Chandler had rolled his eyes and groaned. He knew he had lost but pleaded anyway, “You can’t ask this of me.”  His jaw thrust forward but his voice had dropped in volume losing the authority he strived for. No amount of arguing had changed his mother’s mind and when she kissed his cheek, her eyes gleaming with love, he was a goner, altogether.

His fate was sealed; he was to escort Vanetta Adair back to Oregon. 

His pleas even fell deaf on his stepfather’s ears. He had to smile in spite of himself recalling his stepfather’s words. If I ever want to see your mother naked again, I’ll not go against her wishes. Chandler had blushed at his stepfather’s statement, the only time he could recall ever doing that. Myron was talking about his mother for goodness sake!

Chandler was a horseman, a rough and tough cowboy. His stepfather often asked him to settle down and give him grandchildren but he insisted he liked the open plains. Driving cattle east and leading wagon trains west was in his blood. His good friend, Gabby Faber, had wired him that an acquaintance of his had broken an arm and needed someone that could be trusted to bring steers safely to Fort Smith. Of course, when his parents heard he was heading there, they thought it would be logical for him to bring back the girl. The plan had worked out in his parent’s favor since he had been hired on to escort a dozen or so wagons back along the Oregon Trail, and then home again. But now, he had to side-track for a spoiled brat. When he left his parent’s home, he took the train to Omaha, Nebraska, where the herd and Gabby were waiting for him. After the delivery, Gabby went ahead to Independence. 

As he rode his mount Spirit up the gravel driveway, he cursed fluently under his breath; just what he needed an uppity, little brat on his hands. A gust of wind came up taking his hat with it. He dismounted along with another foul word and retrieved it. He slapped the dust from the brim against his leg. 

“C’mon, Spirit,” he tugged on the reins and walked the rest of the way. 

The Adair plantation was in as bad a shape as the others he had passed. But he had expected it from what his stepfather told him from the letters his brother George had written. It was still a damn shame! After he tied the horse to the hitching post, Chandler climbed the steps and wiped his brow on his sleeve. He took a controlling breath and rapped hard on the door. 

A minute later the door was opened by a grim faced, elderly servant. “Yassuh?”

“I’m Chandler McDermott. I’ve come for Vanetta Adair. Is George Adair in?”

The man nodded and stepped aside. “Sorry, Massah Adair is daid. Ah tell Miz Adair yer heah, Suh. Sit in drawin’ room.” He nodded in the direction, to his right.

Chandler was sorry to hear of the old man’s passing, but before he had a chance to say so, the servant turned and left. He stepped into the large room seeing the furniture covered with sheets. Standing by a large window, he noticed the drab drapes and was aware of the state of poverty George Adair had succumbed to because of the war. He felt sorry for the man; it was devastating to lose so much in such a short time. Although, the war didn’t reach his homeland, Chandler had fought in the Union Army, and had a scar on his right thigh to prove it; a memento from a Johnny Reb’s bayonet.

Twisting his dusty hat around between his fingers, he studied the painting on a wall. A handsome man, holding a pipe, seemed to be staring at him. You must be George. Sorry I never met you, you have a kind face. Then his eyes scanned along to another wall and he saw a mature woman. Wow! Sorry I never had the pleasure of meeting you, ma’am. If my guess is correct, you must be the wife and mother of the brat, um, sorry, kid I’m escorting. If she’s half as beautiful as you, I might not mind her tagging along. Aunt Lucile, you were drop dead gorgeous.

Chandler hadn’t heard Vanetta approach, but the smell of roses and the rustling of material warned him a woman had entered. He turned, unprepared for the vision before him, but he knew he had to eat his words. Dressed in a faded, black gown, her skin looked like alabaster. Red hair haloed a small, beautiful face. But it was those earth green colored eyes that took his breath away. 

This couldn’t be her. How can you doubt it? She’s the spitting image of her mother.

Chandler wasn’t sure if he was delighted or not. 

She stood regal, looking down her feminine nose. The beautiful eyes held no warmth for him and he knew, without uncertainty, the woman/child was Vanetta. He believed she didn’t like him anymore than he liked her. Well, they were off to a good start. But damn, if he didn’t want to hold her, if only to console her in these sad times. The holding would definitely be to soothe her. Absolutely!

The vision cleared her throat. “Mr. McDermott.” Her words were covered with frost.

Chandler nodded. “Miss Adair.” He mimicked her tone and saw a fine brow rise slightly. Even though she rubbed him the wrong way, he had to give his condolences. “I’m sorry to hear about your father.”

Her eyes misted. “Thank you.” The warmth in her voice startled him. He liked it, but it didn’t last. Immediately, she iced it again and said, “I want you to know that I’m not happy to be going with you. I would have preferred to stay here but—-”

“Look, missy.” He tried to control his temper but when she lifted that cute nose higher, it grated on his nerves. “I’m no more thrilled about wet nursing a spoiled child back to the ranch, so, let’s not make matters worse than they are. You’re in my care and you’re going to listen to me.” He said what needed to be said and that was that! But, try as he might, he couldn’t ignore the rise and fall of her ample breasts. He’d have to be blind not to notice her shapely body, which was no more like a child than the Venus De Milo. 

Chandler nearly swallowed his words. “We leave tomorrow...at dawn. Your things are to be put in your wagon. We’ll join up with my caravan and your belongings will be put into my Conestoga where you’ll sleep.” 

Stop looking at her breasts. 

She gasped, turning redder.

He rolled his eyes. Just what he needed, not only spoiled, but prissy to boot! “Don’t worry I’ll bed outside. You’re to behave yourself and act like a lady not an uppity little—-”

“Ohhh!” Her vexation was evident and she retorted in cold frankness, “How dare you speak to me like that!? You bully! Uncouth varmint! You have no right to...”

In a few long strides, he stood before her bending to her level. Nose to nose Chandler got a sniff of something pleasurable. God, she smelled so good. Her perfume almost made him reconsider his words. Almost. 

“I dare!” he snapped but his voice lost some of it harsh tone. Swallowing to regain his senses, he straightened to put more authority in his voice. “Believe me; I will spank that cute backside of yours if you give me any more grief.” Shoot, now his mind drifted lower. 

Vanetta had buried her father two days ago. She was not only alone and penniless, she was also consumed with guilt, certain her argument the other evening was the cause of her father’s death. She wanted to blame the whole world for her troubles, but because this stranger was taking her away from her beloved South, he would take the blunt of her misery.

Stunned beyond belief to be spoken to thusly, her mouth dropped and she foolishly ran from the room. Trembling, she wasn’t sure if it was his rudeness or the proximity of their bodies, but for certain, she hated the way he had made her belly feel all funny like. Almost like the time when she ate too much gooseberry pie. Extremely good looking he might be, but that didn’t mean he was a gentleman, certainly not that! Slamming her door in a huff, she was annoyed with herself for letting that handsome cowboy intimidate her. 

Vanetta fell on her bed blaming all her recent bad luck on that horrible man. Her life was in shambles. She cared not a whit that he was handsome, tall and muscular or that his ebony hair gleamed in the sunlight. She despised his slate gray eyes that seemed to look into her very soul and she shivered under his scrutiny. Hating that she was at his mercy, Vanetta told herself that she didn’t have to patronize him and viewed him as her enemy. 

This was going to be the most horrifying experience in her life and she wanted to crawl under the covers and sleep forever. Instead, she cried until fatigue overtook her self-pity and she slept. But even in her sleep, she was haunted by dreams of a handsome cowboy with steel gray eyes. The next morning Vanetta awoke in a sour mood. Being shaken before sunrise did not help pacify her either.

“Miz Vanetta, yo’ got t’ git up,” coaxed Alma. “Dat man has been waitin’ fer yo’. Ah’s seen madder storms brewin’ in de sky den on dat man’s face. Yo’ betar gits up afore he...”

Vanetta mumbled a few unladylike words, shocking the servant. She threw off the covers and sat, rubbing the crust from her weary eyes. “I feel as if I haven’t slept a wink,” she groused.

“Yo betar ’ury afore he comes t’ drag yo’ fum de bed. It aint fittin’....” Alma twisted her hands, fretting.

“Oh phooey!” Vanetta stomped to the window. The cowboy was pacing by her wagon, his weather beaten Stetson pulled low over his brow to shade his eyes. He took that moment to glance up. Her maid was right, he looked at as if he sensed her there and he was indeed angry. She jumped back, and then peeked again to see her luggage sat on the ground waiting for her appearance.

“Humph! Tell him I’ll be ready to leave as soon as I’m ready.” She stuck her tongue out in his direction. “Yes’um,” The servant bobbed, dread written on her dark features. Vanetta sighed. Did he intimidate everyone?

“Alma,” she said, “he won’t bite. Now go! I’ll be down to eat soon.” Her shoulders slumped from all the sadness and frustration she carried around. That rude cowboy’s arrival added to her burden. After finishing her toiletries, she dressed in the only gown she hadn’t packed, and braided her hair. She tucked it up under her bonnet and opted to bring a parasol to protect her fair skin.  

“Come Mimi,” she called and the miniature poodle scooted out from under the bed, where she liked to sleep. Vanetta picked her up and went downstairs to eat their last meal in the house. She drank hot chicory coffee and ate dry biscuits; there was always an extra morsel for the dog. The food sat in her stomach like a rock when she thought of all her furnishings and house going on the auction block. “It’s not fair,” she pouted to Mimi. 

The animal was too busy eating the biscuit to care what her mistress was whining about.

With misty eyes Vanetta hugged Alma; the servant would be missed even more. Again she voiced an opinion on how unfair life was, but Alma assured her that she would be all right. The servant would move in with her son and his family up North. She told her that she and her husband would enjoy their retirement.

Pacing, Chandler puffed on a cheroot thinking how his was going to make his parents pay for this. Finally, the princess made an appearance on the porch. His eyes took quick inventory; he then flicked the butt of the cigarette into the air giving Vanetta an unpleasant look. She was dressed in her finery. He almost laughed at the parasol twirling in her gloved hand. This was all too much! Their eyes met challengingly. He cleared his throat impatiently and the spoiled brat steeled her spine, ready to do battle with her enemy; him. She carried a small pooch in her arms as if the dog could shield her. Approaching the wagon she spied most of her baggage on the ground. A frown clouded her features.

Chandler read her mind. “I’m afraid, Princess you won’t need all those fancy clothes where you’re going. I picked out undergarments and personal things and put them in one carpetbag. We’ll stop in town to purchase traveling clothes and...”

His voice belligerent and Vanetta’s jaw unhinged. How dare he talk to her like that! Her innards felt as if it was on fire and shocked yield quickly to fury. Dear Lord, he went through my unmentionables? How dare he! Outraged, it took her a moment to find her wits.

“You what!?” she shrieked. Her tone made Mimi growl and fidget in her arms. Vanetta squeezed tighter making the dog whine and wiggle, but Mimi was a prisoner, her shield, she wouldn’t let go. 

The arrogant cowboy knuckled his hat back. “I said you won’t be—-”

“I know what you said!” She narrowed her eyes to hateful slits as she turned to face him. “How dare you? I insist you put all my belongings in that wagon!” She finally loosened her hold on her pet and Mimi jumped from her arms.

“Insist all you want, Van, they stay!” he challenged. 

Vanetta balled her fists and stomped her foot. Pushing her voice up an octave, she railed, “You are the m-meanest miscreant, uncouth jackanapes, m-man I have ever m-met!” Van, indeed! “My name is Vanetta, and don’t you forget it!” She sputtered, bristling with indignation. “And, I’ll not go until you...Oaf!”

Her stomach made hard contact to his shoulder. Vanetta pounded on his back calling him more rude names. She was zealous with her insults but it did no good. He must be made of stone, including his heart. Mimi yapped and nipped at the rude cowboy’s heels. He paid no mind to her or the dog and he was dumped unmercifully onto the front seat. 

If she had been prone to apoplectic fits, she would’ve had one right then and there, she was so unnerved by his caveman handling. Vanetta was capable of only sitting and fuming, biting back a torrent of anger. He was without a doubt the nastiest man she had ever had the misfortune to know. Breathing heavily, she was unable to tell him how much she loathed him. Oh! If only I were a man! But if she were, she wouldn’t be in this predicament. She would stay and start her life over in her beloved South. Pah! This was so unfair. Why should she suffer because of her gender? She clutched her teeth together so hard, she feared she’d ground them to powder.

Mimi was dumped into her lap, shocking her out of her frustrated thoughts. Vanetta grabbed the dog to her chest so tight, the animal once more yapped in protest. What had she done in her life to deserve this? She might be a little spoiled, just a mite, but she wasn’t a mean soul. She’d adjusted to her lot in life and did without her fancy clothes, hadn’t she? She never complained about her faded gowns, well, at least not after her mother died. She had been a good sport about almost everything. This was the icing on the cake! 

Now she had to leave what was left of her belongings on the ground. How utterly unfair! That big galloot had no idea about women’s sensibilities and what meant so much to females. Oh, she could just weep. But she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Drat! She failed miserably. This was all too damn much! Tears gathered behind her lids. She loved her home, though it was now gone to ruin. The once white-columned porches had borne fresh paint, now the paint was graying and the overgrown weeds would be branded on her memory instead of her better times. The times when ladies in their silk, satin, and velvet; men in their dark suits and diamond studded ties attending her parent’s galas. The Southern boys she had laughed, teased, danced and even kissed would no longer come along. It was all gone; including the young lads had been called forth to war. She shivered, feeling a sense of foreboding for what was to come.  

Oh, Mimi, what did I do to deserve such punishment?

Her pet didn’t answer and licked away her tears.

Dear Lord I traveling into hell and that damn arrogant cowboy is holding the reins...

THREE

Chandler tied Spirit behind the wagon. He knew the old servant was staring at him from the porch, but dammit, he would not put up with a spoiled, snobbish child, no matter how beautiful she was. Shucks, why did she have to be so bewitching? 

When she had first appeared in that apple green gown, that she had left unbuttoned enough to show off a deep cleavage, he had to admit she stirred his groin. But then it had been a while since he’d bedded a woman. Standing there, cute as a button, twirling her parasol, nearly made him chuckle. Where did she think she was going, to a tea party? Hadn’t anyone informed her that traveling in a wagon train was a hardship, not some Sunday affair? 

His first mistake was ogling her too damn long. His second was hoisting her over his back. Damn if her breasts didn’t dig into his shoulder. She had smelled of roses and sweetness. Ha! Sweet she wasn’t. And, he was no saint. He’d have to remember to keep his distance. He snapped the reins and clicked his tongue. The wagon bounced nosily over the rutted road. He side-glanced Vanetta, seeing tears fall. He had a moment of empathy for the girl knowing that this was not easy for her. But, he wouldn’t let his emotions linger; feeling sorry for her would only get him in trouble. Chandler knew she was not about to let him comfort her, so he figured it was best that he continue to keep his emotions in check. She needed to be toughened up if she was to survive the wilderness. Yes, he would ignore the tears. But he couldn’t ignore the way she huddled that damn mutt. He wished it could be him snuggled in those ample breasts.

He didn’t miss how her temper had darkened her green eyes and how her porcelain skin turned a pinkish hue, making her all the more sensual to his eyes. Grasping to where his thoughts had wandered, and annoyed at himself, he snapped the reins again, and barked, “That damn mutt will have to get his own food, if you insist on taking him.” 

“She,” Vanetta corrected. “Mimi is a she. That pink bow on its head should have given you a clue, for cripes’ sake! “And I’ll share my food,” She ground the words out between her teeth with a snotty reply. 

Vanetta hated him all the more for making her appear so childish. Oh, phooey, what did she care what he thought of her conduct and her chin rose a notch higher letting him know she was adamant about her dog.

Chandler shrugged and groaned muttering, “It’s going to be a long ride.” 

She could not have said it better. 

True to his words, the cowboy stopped the wagon in front of the General Store. He turned and took inventory of her body. Her nerves tensed immediately and she snapped, “What are you staring at?!”

He flashed perfect white teeth. “I’d say you’re a size six, dress.”

She didn’t answer. What could she say? He was right.”

“And you wear a size seven shoe.”

That remark brought forth an indignant snort. “I beg your pardon, but I wear a five!”

He tipped his hat in a rakish angle and chuckled. “I thought so, Princess but I had to be sure.”

“Ohhh!” He had tricked her. She shot daggers at his back. If it were possible for smoke to come out of her ears, it would.” And stop calling me Princess!” she shouted as the little doorbell tingled. “My name is Vanetta!” she reminded him. Insufferable brute!

An old geezer passed her, tipped his hat in a friendly gesture and smiled. She nodded and forced a smile in return. Drat! She was going to miss the town and its friendly folks. She’d heard that westerners weren’t very neighborly, and again she thought about Indians attacking homesteads while innocent people slept. Unconsciously, she touched her covered head, pulling the bonnet lower as if she could hide her red hair, believing without a doubt it would be like a flag to those heathens. Oh, Papa, what have you done? I’m doomed. I’ll not live until I’m an old lady of twenty-three. She took a deep breath to stifle what would have been a sigh of epic proportion. 

Vanetta was so into her sad musings that her mutt took that moment to jump from the wagon. “Mimi!” she screamed, you come back here!” She climbed out of the wagon, picked up her dress and proceeded to chase the dog that was chasing a cat. Drat! That dog! All three ran into an alley. “Why must you chase every stray cat in the south?” she cried, all the time knowing she was looking quite foolish, chasing after the dog and cat causing her to become embarrassed at the people’s stares. Although she was really irked and tempted to turn around, she couldn’t leave her pet behind and continued to run after the animal. A few curse words she had heard her father say when he didn’t know she was close by spilled from her lips.

It didn’t take long before Chandler returned with a package wrapped in brown paper and a pair of used boots. Noticing the wagon was empty, his first notion was that Vanetta had run away, but he caught the hem of her dress rounding a corner out of the corner of his eye. He threw the merchandise in the back of the wagon, cursing a blue streak. 

“If that spoiled brat thinks she can escape me, she had better think again!” he grumbled as he ran after her. A few bystanders stopped, curious as to why a male were racing through the crowded sidewalk. Chandler nearly knocked over a stout gentleman who just exited a store. “Sorry,” he grumbled and sped away like a shot. That little minx wasn’t about to escape him, no matter what. 

Damn, she can run fast for a slight thing. 

Rounding the corner, he stopped short drawing in a labored breath and was greeted by a yapping poodle, a screaming female, and a hissing tabby cat. If he wasn’t so annoyed with her and the situation, he would’ve laughed. That little pooch had chased the cat into a corner, and Vanetta was trying to control her pet, but it was as stubborn as her mistress, and scooted away every time she tried to catch it. He was beginning to like the dog for giving the brat a hard time. He leaned against the wooden building and folded his arms, enjoying the show.

The cat, seeing an opportunity to get away, ran past the girl and jumped onto the rim of a rain barrel. The pooch, not about to give up, jumped up but her footing wasn’t as good as the felines and splash! Into the barrel she went. The cat then leaped onto a window ledge. Now Chandler hooted, making Vanetta turn, her eyes firing daggers at him. The cat sat licking its paw, looking as pleased as it could while sitting on a window sill. The tabby meowed as if to say, “Cats are smarter.” 

Vanetta pulled out the wet dog, which looked like all skin and bones and a soggy mess. Clutching the dripping animal, she marched out, all the while scolding the pet. Chandler, still chucking, followed and climbed abroad the wagon after the girl and her drowned rat.

She sat with a huff and turned on him with tears in her eyes. “I hate you,” she hissed.

If Chandler had the good sense he was born with, he would have apologized for his behavior but she needed to be brought down a peg or two. Besides, what reasons did she have for hating him so much, he had never done anything to her, unless throwing away some clothes that weren’t fit for the journey warranted her wrath?

“That’s your prerogative, ma’am.” He answered staunchly and pulled his Stetson lower and snapped the reins. The abrupt start caused her back to hit the wooden bench. He heard Vanetta grumbled beneath her breath, “Oh, what’s the use of complaining, you are beyond caring and you can go to the devil!”

Right now I’d take his company next to yours...

Before they left the town, Chandler stopped at the blacksmith and sold the wagon and horse. He stuffed the package and boots into the carpet bag and tied it to the saddle horn. He told the girl to sit behind him, which didn’t please her and she tried her best to fight him on that matter.  

Now at their destination, Chandler was sorry. It had been an unsettling ride to say the least. Having full, firm breasts bouncing against his back for many hours was more than he could take. It took every drop of his willpower to keep this from becoming an uncomfortable and painful journey. He needed a dip in the cold pond, which surprised him since she was not his type. But he had to admit, Vanetta Adair was a tasty morsel, even though she was a spoiled brat. Now, he definitely had made up his mind to stay clear of her. But his thoughts had a mind of their own and he drifted into thinking about her again.

She had the most alluring hair that seemed to burn like hot embers, like her fiery temper. He was certain touching that mass of curls would scald his hands. Her eyes were like limes, until she lost her temper, then they would grow dark, like a forest in a storm and just as dangerous. And that mouth. Lips so pink and inviting could lure a monk, especially when they pouted, which they did most of the time. He’d never seen a mouth made for kissing as much as hers was. God, he needed a woman in the worst way. 

Scratch that thought, son. You need one, period!

Finally, and not too soon for Vanetta, they arrived at the destination.

She was forced to sit behind him and she had balked at the arrangement. Again she had wasted her breath. But she was not one to give up and had pleaded her case. “A lady does not sit astride a horse!”

He replied, “You’re welcome to sit up front where I can hold you close, Princess. We have a day’s ride before we reach the riverboat.”

That remark had come out much too smug and condescending to suit Vanetta. Fuming, her last traces of resistance vanishing, she relented and climbed behind him. Mimi sat in front, but the dog shook so violently, Chandler was forced to hold tight to keep the animal from falling off the horse. She heard him grumble that he would have preferred the two legged bitch in his arms. Vanetta did not know how to take that remark and decided it didn’t warrant a reply. Never having had to sit on a horse for so long, her bottom was sore and her thighs were chaffed. By the time they arrived here, she didn’t think she could get anymore irked at the cowboy, but she was ready to burst from frustration. If she had had a gun, she would’ve shot him. She even blamed the strange sensation she received by holding him so close on her vexation.

Damn, damn and double damn!

FOUR

There was much activity when they arrived at the dock. The large vessel frightened Vanetta because she had never gone near the water again after the day a school chum pushed her into a pond. She had flapped around like a fish out of its environment, which she was as she tried to keep her head out of the water. It was no use. She had tried to claw her way to the surface, but the weight of her dress pulled her down and she sank like a bag of beans. Through water filled eyes she was able to see the boys laughing hilariously, hooting over her distress. The last thing she recalled was going under until her eyes opened and she had a burning and gagging sensation in her throat. Someone was sitting on her back pushing half the lake out of her lungs.

Her best friend Thea had pulled her out, and those hoodlums didn’t escape her papa’s wrath. George made sure that their parents heard of their dastardly deed. The boy’s parents said that their sons would be punished for their monkeyshines. Monkeyshines indeed! She could’ve been drowned. The next day in school those boys didn’t care to be seated for their lessons and thankfully, she had the last laugh. Now she wasn’t smiling because she still could recall the terror she had known when the water covered her eyes, her nose and her mouth, cutting off her air supply.

The
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