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Allison stopped suddenly and stared.  The man walking out of the trading post behind her with his arms full nearly ran into her.

“Miss?” he said to cover his embarrassment.

Allison didn’t answer though, but instead stood there staring at a most astonishing sight, probably the most beautiful man she had ever seen in her life was tying off a large boned black horse with two pack horses tied with lead ropes to its saddle.  His long black hair was loose about his shoulders, but it was his strong jawline, aquiline nose, sensuous lips, and amazing cheekbones that had Allison staring.  The man glanced up and Allison was further astonished by the eyes that had been hidden from the tilt of his head, they were a striking shade of odd blue, although she didn’t know the word for them then, framed by amazingly long eyelashes, doubled eyelashes, and dark eyebrows.  The combination was quite attractive and Allison wasn’t immune.

“Miss?” the man behind her repeated and cleared his throat, Allison started at the noise and moved aside absentmindedly as her look never left the tall stranger who was looking at her just as raptly.

“This your wagon Miss?” the man who had nearly run her over asked and without looking Allison nodded numbly.  She couldn’t say anything, her mouth was suddenly dry.  The stranger stepped up on the boardwalk and headed towards her; Allison’s heart began to beat uncomfortably hard.  With a nod and a gesture evocative of pulling on a hat brim that was not there at the moment, the stranger went inside the trading post and Allison was startled at the sudden grin that had appeared on the stranger’s face before he disappeared.

Allison stared after the attractive man for only a moment as his strong back disappeared into the trading post and she turned back to the man who was putting a sack of grain into her wagon.  She blushed when she realized what she had just done.  A woman had no right staring at a stranger, a man none the less, without being acquainted.  She raised her hands to her cheeks to feel the warmth of her blush and realized she had behaved wantonly.

* * * * *
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Shelby had just finished tying off Blackie when he looked up to see the blonde staring at him.  This didn’t surprise him.  Something about his looks made men and women stare at him his entire life and he was used to it.  If it wasn’t the way he kept his hair, long and free flowing most of the time, or braided when he was working hard, making him look part Indian, it was something about his face.  He had seen his face in the water of high mountain ponds and lakes, and he saw nothing remarkable about it, but something about it made people stare and wonder.  Even the Indians he had lived with had commented on it occasionally.  Ever since he had turned fourteen and began developing the hard muscles that he needed to live in the mountains to do the work that was required to live there, the trapping, the hunting, the building of cabins for a season or two, everything required strength that normal men could only envy.  

Shelby took it for granted; he had worked hard for the last twenty years to prove that he belonged; that he could survive in the mountains he loved so much.  First to his captor, the mountain man who had stolen him for the son he didn’t have, for companionship, to pass on his vast knowledge of hunting and trapping, tracking and living, then to the other mountain men who at first surprised by Rabbit’s acquisition then realized that Rabbit was passing on his knowledge and skills, perhaps the only thing of real value that the old mountain man possessed.  Shelby had been an apt pupil.  Rabbit had surprised them all in more than one way.  He had not only stolen a child for his own, but later books to teach him his letters, giving Shelby a lifelong appreciation for reading and the value of what could be learned from a book.  Other mountain men had joined in, teaching the youth what they could, when they could, to find he had a mind like a sponge, it amazed and delighted them by turns.

He could see that the blonde was stunned by his appearance and he was equally so, her pretty blue eyes and almost white-blonde hair were magnificent.  He could only think that the eyes were like cornflowers in the size they were, they seemed to dominate the pretty cherubic face with its button nose.  He smiled to himself as he went by her into the trading post; it was nice to be admired by a White woman now and then.  Rabbit had given him a fine appreciation for women, not being shy about discussing their attributes as he would to one of his mountain men friends.  As a result, Shelby regarded women with the same appreciation as the next fella.  Indian women, the seasonal wives that some trappers took to ward off the loneliness and take care of their cabin; and White women, they were held in the highest regard because they were so rare out here.  

The blonde was one of those ladies that Shelby had heard tell about but not seen too often and appreciated all the same.  She must be one of the new settlers’ hereabouts, and, with a wagon, must be buying for her husband and family.  Shelby shrugged it off, the idea of a married woman had dismissed any possibility of getting to know her better, but those cornflower blue eyes still haunted his mind as went in to make his few purchases.  He didn’t buy a lot as the prices were very high and he had stocked up after he turned in his furs earlier in the season, he just needed a few odds and ends.  He was completing his purchases when he heard a commotion outside and gathering his things after he paid, he still heard a lot of noise coming from outside the trading post.  Walking out there he ignored the pushing and shoving of two men in the street as a crowd gathered. As it was none of his business he began to put away his things in his saddlebags before glancing at the two men shoving at each other in the street.  Then his eyes caught the sage blue bonnet of the blond he had seen earlier, her eyes were now bulging as she too watched the two men shoving and swearing while a third man held her arm firmly, making it impossible for her to get away.

Shelby knew he should untie his horse and lead his pack horses away, but his thoughts returned to the cornflower blue eyes and knew he couldn’t.  Checking his knife and pistol to be sure they were where they usually lay about his sash, he then checked for his tomahawk, hitched his britches up and walked over to where the crowd had gathered and pushed his way to where the third man was holding the woman.  Pulling the pistol from his sash he shoved it into the man’s ribs and quietly said, “Let her go.”

The man was startled from watching his friends fight over the woman he was holding; White women were still scarce in these parts and the three of them had spotted her as soon as she had gotten on her small wagon to pull away from the trading post.

“Hello Missy,” one of them had called and still bedazzled by the man she had just seen going into the trading post, she smiled and nodded.  That was all the encouragement the three of them needed.  Her wagon was halted by one of them grabbing the bridle of the horse pulling it and the other two quickly walked up.  One of them made an effort to respectfully remove his hat but his greasy hair underneath was shaped like the equally greasy hat he wore.

“How about we go somewhere and get better acquainted?” he asked with a smile showing several missing teeth and the remainder, brown and fuzzy.

Allison realized she should not have done anything but ignore these ruffians as more and more were coming into the post as trapping ended for the season.  Some had nothing better to do but spend their hard-earned money until the season started again.  The saloon and meeting place was selling home-made liquor at an alarming rate to such men.  Others were already heading back into the mountains to scout out new territory or return to their trapping grounds, sometimes taking weeks or months to get there depending on where they trapped.  These were obviously some of the former, looking for trouble, looking for a woman, any woman, willing or not.  She should not have turned the smile she had for the attractive young man she had just seen on them; it only encouraged them.  She reached for her whip intending to inspire them to leave her alone, but the one holding the bridle had a firm grip on her horse’s mouth.

“Now there missy, you don’t want to do that,” one of them said as he wrenched it out of her hand and pulled her forcefully from the seat on the wagon.

“Now, I saw her first,” the other protested and quickly clambered over the front of the wagon to join his partner.

“Hey, I get a chance,” the one by the horse’s head said as he let go of the bridle to join his friends.

The wagon lurched as the horse nervously tried to get away from the dirty, smelly, and noisy men.  The one who had just clambered over the wagon quickly set the brake and turning back he took a roundhouse swing at his friend who had a tight grip on the blonde woman.  He quickly pushed her toward the third man as he let her go to answer the punch with one of his own and they began shoving and swearing at each other in the foulest of language that Allison had ever heard.  A crowd soon formed and no one offered to help her.  Then she realized most of the crowd was made up of men with a few Indian women watching and cheering as well.  

She didn’t see the attractive man approach until a gun was shoved in the ribs of the man holding her arm and watching the spectacle her two antagonists were making.  “Let her go,” she heard and looked up at the dazzling odd blue eyes with their long eyelashes that suddenly looked dangerous.

Her guard looked down at the pressure of the barrel in his ribs and followed its length back to the hand holding it and up to the tall stranger who held it.  Dressed in buckskins with long fringes, the beautiful man didn’t look much different than others who trapped for a living, except he was cleaner, and right now his eyes looked deadly.  With a slight shove of the barrel to remind him, the man said, “Let her go,” a second time.  Her guard let go immediately and put up his hands to show he was out of this; he didn’t want to die over a woman!  With a gesture of his chin Shelby indicated that the man should go.

“Get up in the wagon,” Shelby said to the woman and helped her get up in the seat as she was shaking.  The crowd was distracted by the fight which had escalated to knives.  With a shout there was a winner.  He stood up bloody and beaten and smiled, his smile revealing he had lost a tooth and the blood poured from his open mouth, he didn’t care, he was looking for his prize.  Seeing her up on the wagon he said, “Hey there, you wait,” but was stopped by the tall good looking young man with a pistol that he didn’t hesitate to point his way.

“You let her go,” he said quietly, ominously.

“I won her fair and square!” the man protested.

Shelby shook his head.  “She wasn’t yours to win, let her go,” he repeated.

The man took a step forward, but Shelby raised the pistol to shoot.  The man hesitated, his lust for the White woman he had thought had encouraged him slowly waning.  He had fought for and won, only to be denied the prize against this pistol-wielding stranger who he didn’t know.  He didn’t know if the pistol was even loaded, they were frequently inaccurate, but he wasn’t sure, he didn’t know, and he couldn’t take the chance.  It wasn’t worth losing his wife over a woman.  With a snarl of disgust, he wiped the back of his hand against his bleeding mouth and angrily started pushing through the dispersing crowd.

“Thank you for your timely assistance,” Allison said as she watched the stranger handle the men effortlessly, her heart was beating frantically, and she wasn’t sure how much of it was from the incident that had just happened or the nearness of the attractive stranger.

“Get gone, just get gone,” the stranger said as he watched to see if anyone else would be causing trouble, but now that a man was dead, they didn’t seem as interested, the fight was over, the fun was over, many would be looking for something else to entertain them.

Allison didn’t know what to take of that, but she knew she needed to get home and before something else happened.  She took up the reins and took off the brake.  

Shelby barely got out of the way of the wheels before the wagon containing the White woman left.  He looked thoughtfully after the wagon as it drove out of the fort and out of sight.  He then turned to the downed man and found someone robbing his pockets.  “Hey, that’s mine,” he said and gestured with his still drawn pistol.  The would-be thief looked up and dropped what he had been stealing from the corpse before making himself scarce.

Shelby walked over and went through the pockets himself finding little of value but taking it anyway including the hatchet and knife in the belt, after all, the man wouldn’t be needing it again.  He went back to where his horse was tied and put the things in his saddlebags as he put away his pistol in his own sash.  Someone would drag off the corpse and bury it, but not him.  

He got up on his horse, put on his hat, and rode out of the fort following the wagon that had left a few minutes before.  He followed the tracks until he got close enough to see the wagon itself.  He watched  to see where it was going and was pleased when it pulled into a small clearing on the river where a small cabin was located.  The cabin wasn’t that old by the looks of it, it looked raw though, mighty raw.  Shelby watched as the small wagon pulled up next to it and two children poured from the cabin.  They were fairly young and it surprised Shelby as the blonde didn’t look old enough to be their mother.  The three of them turned at the sound of Shelby’s horse and the woman held them close as the attractive stranger rode up.

“Just making sure you got home safe ma’am,” Shelby said by way of greeting, lifting his hat slightly in respect.

“Won’t you get down and eat supper with us, there isn’t much, but what we have you are welcome to,” Allison said, relieved that the attractive stranger didn’t seem to be like the other men who hung out at the fort.

“I don’t wanna impose,” Shelby answered as he stopped his horse and looked about the place.  The pack horses stopped as well, nearly colliding with the big black.  Whoever had built the cabin had done it badly; it wasn’t chinked properly and wouldn’t last another winter by the looks of it.  Loose branches held up a muddy roof, and it must leak like a sieve.  The whole place looked poorly to his keen eyes.

“Oh, you aren’t, and please allow me to give you a decent meal for your timely assistance earlier,” Allison pleaded.

Shelby looked at the cornflower blue eyes and was lost in them for a moment.  “What will your husband say?”

“I’m a widow,” Allison admitted quietly.

Shelby was startled but pleased all the same; it explained the neglected look of the place.  Even the horse could have used a good brushing.  

Most people automatically said, ‘I’m sorry,’ when they heard that Allison was a widow, but not this attractive man.  Allison had her fill of men offering for her nearly from the day she had buried her husband.  A woman alone out here was a dangerous thing, a White woman alone was unheard of, still she had managed since early spring when her husband had picked a fight with a trapper returning from the mountains with his catch and the man had stuck him with a long knife and barely wiped it off before Albert had fallen from the fatal stabbing.  He should have known better than to call the man a liar as he told his tall tales.  Albert had come out here with a load of supplies for the fort, the heavily armed escort providing him and his wife and children with added protection.  He had come to be the first to farm this area and his supplies on the horses’ included parts of a small wagon and a plow.  He hadn’t reckoned on expenses that would eat up the little money he had; the extra horses had been swindled from him before he could even use the plow that was soon traded for supplies to last out the winter in the poorly built cabin he had managed.  Albert was not suited to the life he had chosen, and he had nothing to show for all his grandiose plans.  

Allison hadn’t wanted to come west, had resisted it from the beginning, but her place was with her husband, she had brought their young children with them, worrying that leaving them with family would mean she might never see them again.  Now, she was worrying about providing for them.  She was getting desperate though, the many proposals she had received frightened her since her husband’s death, and the first had come the day after his burial.  The man had pointed out that she needed a man to provide for her, and he needed a woman to take care of his needs.  She didn’t need him to point out what needs he meant and the thought of being married to such a man made her shudder.

Shelby nodded at the information and got down from his horse tying it to the back of the wagon which hadn’t been unloaded and reached for the box of supplies the woman had purchased at the fort.  “Where do you want this?” he asked, as he effortlessly lifted it.

Allison was flustered but quickly shepherded her wide-eyed children ahead of her back into the cabin where they had waited for her alone.  She shuddered at the thought of what would have happened to them if the men in the fort had had their way with her.  She could have died at their hands and what would have happened to her children all alone?  She owed a lot more to this stranger than he knew.

Shelby saw many other things that the builder of this cabin had neglected.  The beds were merely pallets on a bare dirt floor with one only slightly off the ground and neatly made.  He assumed this was the bed that the blonde had shared with her husband.  He put the box of supplies on the table, the only other bit of furniture other than two benches.  The fireplace was going on this cold spring day, but it drew poorly and a small cloud of smoke was in the uppermost part of the cabin filtering out through the badly constructed walls and roof.

“I’m Allison Johansen,” the blonde introduced herself and held out a hand.

Shelby turned and shook the hand, surprised at the gesture.  “I’m Shelby,” he answered.

Allison smiled, the hand was clean and firm.  “Just Shelby?  No last name?”

Shelby was captivated by the blonde’s smile and shook his head.  “No, no last name or rather none to speak of.”

Allison found this odd, but then the handshake had gone on a moment too long for them both and she was embarrassed as she pulled her hand away.  She felt flustered by the attractive stranger and those odd blue eyes saw too much.

Shelby did see a lot.  There were few if any supplies in this cabin for a family of three much less extra for a stranger.  He realized that Allison’s offer, while a nice thank you, was also a hardship for the poor family.  Those supplies would represent a lot to this family, and he wasn’t about to take food out of their mouths.  He glanced down at the children and realized the older one was a boy of about five and a girl of about three.  They had been left alone while Allison went to the fort?  That said a lot, and the compassion flowing through Shelby was uncomfortable.

“Well Shelby, if you give me a little time, I can whip up a good meal for us all ...” Allison began.

“I don’t want you to go to no trouble ma’am,” Shelby said, but was frantically thinking of how to get out of this, he didn’t want to eat what they needed.  In fact, he probably had more in his packs than they did in the whole cabin.

“It’s no trouble and I must do something to thank you for your assistance,” Allison insisted.

Shelby couldn’t think of a way to get out of this awkward situation.  “I’ll see to the horses then,” he said abruptly as he left the cabin.  He felt strange, almost protective of the widow with her small vulnerable children.

Shelby unhitched the horse from the wagon and led it to the brush shelter that served as a stable.  The brush corral beyond wasn’t very strong but the horse must think it would hold it or it would be through it like a shot.  He found brushes and the surprised horse found itself brushed for the first time in a long time.  The horse was a good piece of horseflesh, or it had been at one time or another, but poor feed and not enough of that had made it hard on the animal and it showed.  

Shelby brought his own horses over and brushed them after stacking his supplies near the brush corral and led them all out into the corral after cleaning them up, who knew when next they would be brushed.  Next, he took the harness and found some goose grease he had in one of his packs and gently greased up the worn leather.  He provided it with some of the elasticity it needed as well as cleaning it to last a little longer.  It was well worn and wouldn’t last the rest of the season he could see.

“Mr. Shelby?  Dinner!” the little boy called from the porch.

Shelby was surprised, but the brushing of the horses had taken a long time as well as greasing and cleaning the leather.  He wiped the extra on the grass and then on his buckskins knowing it would be absorbed.  He was surprised to find a small bowl of water and a towel as well as a small bar of soap on a chair outside the front door and quickly washed up, enjoying the soap which he hadn’t used in years.  He finger-combed his hair back from his face and threw out the now dirty water before using the small towel to dry his face and hands.  Going into the cabin, he was surprised at the smell of a stew that Allison was ladling up into small bowls.

“Smells good,” Shelby said by way of greeting.  The children were on one bench, and it was obvious he was expected to sit next to Allison on the other one.

“It’ll taste even better,” Allison returned with a smile as she placed the bowls at each place on the table.

Shelby sat down hesitantly next to Allison and waited to see what she would do to follow her lead.

“Shall we pray?” Allison asked the table at large.

Shelby folded his hands and bowed his head but watched the children across the way furtively.  He saw them bow their heads as well, their hands in their laps as Allison began to chant, “Come Lord Jesus be our guest and with these gifts to us be blessed, Amen.”

They all repeated ‘amen’ after Allison, Shelby included.

Shelby dug into the stew that Allison had served him and was surprised there were meat chunks in it.  Fresh bread was handed to him as well and he didn’t eat it until he saw the children each had smaller pieces of their own.  It was a quiet dinner and for that Shelby was grateful.  He didn’t know what to say anyway.

After dinner, the youngin’s went outside to play and Shelby followed them.  He could see that they had been using branches and other debris from along the creek that flowed through here but had no real woodpile.  In fact, he saw so much work here that needed to be done that he felt inclined to help.  

Taking his new rifle, he swung it to his back as he took a hatchet and headed up the creek.  He found plenty of downed trees and enough brush that he cleared a small area in no time.  Bringing a handful of branches back, he cut them into smaller pieces for the fireplace and began a woodpile for the woman.  The brush itself he dragged over to the corral to strengthen it against the animals pushing their way out.  He headed back upstream this time with an axe as well as his hatchet and rifle.  He saw a rabbit and although it was the wrong time of year to hunt, he shot it, bringing it down with one bullet.  He looked at the gun, pleased with his trade this year.  It was one of those new-fangled rifles that didn’t require shot and powder and he had wanted one for years.  Now that he had it and loved using it, he hadn’t hunted enough to really get a feel for it yet. So each time he brought down game with it he would admire its accuracy.  He didn’t realize a lot of it was his own skill and not just the beauty and strength of the gun that he had specially sent for.

The sound of chopping could be heard throughout the woods.  He got hot as the sun blazed down, but he didn’t remove his buckskin shirt, he stopped a few times to douse his head in the water, deliberately wetting his hair and squeezing out the excess before pulling it back with a piece of leather to keep it out of his eyes.  He brought a much larger armload back with him to the pile of wood he was making, stacking it on the edge of what would be their front porch if one existed in this poor excuse for a cabin.  He knocked on the door and handed Allison the rabbit he had shot before turning and heading back to where he had been cutting wood.

“Um, Mr. um, Shelby?” Allison called before he had taken a few steps.

Shelby turned back at the question he heard in her voice.  He waited patiently for her to begin.

“I don’t know how to um, er, skin this,” she said embarrassed, waving the rabbit by its ears.

Shelby was surprised now; he had never met a woman who didn’t know how to skin a rabbit much less anything else that nature provided.  He returned and took the rabbit from her.  “I’ll show you, but what was that meat in the stew we had for dinner?” 

“That was some bird I was able to snare,” Allison said proudly.

Shelby was surprised again as he hadn’t recognized the meat, but glad to know the woman wasn’t totally helpless.  There was a wood block where the logs he was cutting could be split and he took the rabbit to this.  Taking out his knife he showed her how to skin the rabbit, remove what innards they wouldn’t be using and put back things like the liver and heart which could still be used.  Carefully he skinned the carcass and left as much fat as he could for the animal to be skewered.  Shelby explained why he was doing things the way he was so she would understand and may be able to do it next time by herself.  “Have you been catching rabbits in your snares?”

Allison shook her head.  “I was lucky that I caught the bird.  Nothing seems to want to be caught in the snares I set.”

“I’ll take a look at where you are setting them, maybe you aren’t on the trails,” Shelby found himself offering.

“It’s getting kind of late,” Allison began, but then began to wonder if Shelby planned to stay the night, he had, after all, cut wood for them and provided a rabbit, something they hadn’t had in a while, fresh meat.  Other than the bird, the second she had caught in as many weeks, they hadn’t had much except for what she bought with the little money they had from the fort.  In fact, she had started to consider some of the offers that a few of the trappers had made to her, she knew she needed a man out here on the frontier.

“You can show me in the morning then,” Shelby said before he thought.

Allison was relieved to realize that Shelby wouldn’t be leaving, but also strangely alert.  A man didn’t stay around like this unless he expected something.  Did Shelby expect some form of payment for his kindness?  Allison had to wonder.  “How do I boil this?” she asked remembering the meat that had been given to her on the trail west.

Shelby glanced at her in surprise.  “I’d broil this over the fire.  Turning it so it cooks evenly, it will taste a whole lot better than boiling it.”

Shelby showed her how to wrap the heart and liver in fresh greens which were beginning to show along the creek.  “Too bad we don’t have dandelions,” he said, showing that he had been farther east because they didn’t grow in this area.  By using a stitch in the rib cages, tying them together with the appetizing greens and the heart and liver inside he skewered it over her fire and was able to show Allison a tasty way to make their next meal.  

Allison was grateful and in a moment of frivolity she began to make more biscuits than usual for their meal as Shelby went back to work to use what daylight was left.  The children followed him this time and he stacked wood in both their arms to be taken back to the cabin, making a game of it for both the youngsters.  They continued back and forth until all of the wood Shelby had chopped, and they could carry, was moved to the stack that was steadily growing by the cabin door.  Shelby carried the larger pieces himself and brought his axe and hatchet with him on the final trip.  He took a moment to straighten the pile he had started as the children hadn’t learned how to stack properly.  He was pleased to see the pan of water and soap again so he could clean up before dinner, he could smell the rabbit cooking, and his stomach growled in anticipation.

This time  Shelby wasn’t as quiet as the meal they had shared earlier.  “It seems to me that you don’t have much in the way of food left, was it a long winter?” he began by way of making conversation.

Allison explained that she had traded one of the last two horses they had for supplies from the fort and that had lasted them until about mid-winter, but now they were living on credit.

Shelby suspected the trader was going to use that credit to obtain Allison as a wife or perhaps as a woman to entertain him.  He hadn’t thought much of the trader, and he suspected the latter rather than the former.  After all, she was indebted to the man and would have no choice.  A White woman, especially one as comely as this one would be in high demand, and trappers would be lining up for a chance to taste her offerings.  The trader could make a heap of money off of her.  In no time at all she would become haggard and probably diseased.  A few of these men had no discrimination in who they bedded and as a result they would spread their diseases among willing women, both White and Indian.  Shelby didn’t want to see this happen to Allison, but really it was none of his business.

After supper it was still light enough that Allison showed him her snare lines.  It was as Shelby thought; the snares were set for human convenience and not where the animals were likely to go.  He showed Allison the faint trails that the animals used and they reset the snares along these, sometimes a second snare nearby to catch a wary animal and perhaps double Allison’s efforts.  The children tagged along and Allison realized she hadn’t told Shelby their names.  “This is little Albert and this is Emma,” she told him as he showed them all how to set a snare.  Albert proved to be interested, but not so Emma.  Shelby allowed Albert to set his own snare, and he was rightfully proud of his own efforts.

As the sun set fairly early still, they returned to the cabin and Shelby and Allison set out on the stoop, bringing the benches out to enjoy the coolness of the evening.  It was still early enough in the spring that it was chilly, but Shelby didn’t notice, he knew what cold really was in those distant mountains.  Allison wrapped a shawl around her shoulders and joined him after putting the children to bed on their pallet.  

Allison told him about the trip out here by pack train, how her husband had brought along enough to set them up and start a home, their families contributing to help them out. He had plans to plow the prairie grasses and make something out here... to be one of the first.  His plans had gone awry quickly with the prices he encountered.  Used to prices back east where it was more settled, he had grossly underestimated how much he could do and how quickly in this raw land.  Their extra horses were swindled from him and their plow eventually too; the metal of it too precious to waste, it had been used for many things, rather than what it was intended.  Now with his death she wasn’t sure what she could do, she knew how to teach thanks to her schooling, but there weren’t enough settlers out here with children to set up a school and pay her.

Shelby was surprised to find the children were actually seven and five and not younger as he had guessed.  Apparently, they never had much to eat, and as a result had never really grown as fast as they should or could.  His heart went out to them all.  “I don’t know how good this land here would be for a farmer,” he told her.  “Only a real farmer could tell you, but I know the bison have been here for as long as anyone remembers and the wild horses do well on it.  If I were you, I’d raise cattle or horses and sell them to the people coming along here.”

“That sounds wonderful, but I have no way of obtaining more horses and I don’t know anything about cattle,” Allison replied.  She also didn’t need to add that she had no more money.

Shelby nodded and realized he shouldn’t have said that, but he had been thinking something about it himself.  This year had been a good year for trapping, he had a lot put by because of it, but he could see the prices were falling for prime beaver pelts or any of the other pelts he brought in, and soon  trapping might become a thing of the past.  He had to think of his future although trapping was all he knew, or was it?

“Maybe your new husband would know something of it, this could be a fine place,” he gestured at the poor cabin and the corral where they could just make out the horses; one lay down with a woof and settled for a while.

“My new husband?” Allison asked surprised.

“Surely you know you can’t stay out here alone, it just isn’t done,” Shelby answered uncomfortably.

With a resigned voice Allison answered, “Yes, I know, but there is no one I’ve met that is suitable.  Most of the men who come to the fort are unwashed heathens!”  Her voice became indignant as she remembered the propositions she had gotten as time went by.

Shelby chuckled, understanding immediately the woman’s dilemma.  “Yes, well, when you only have yourself to put up with, a lot of them forget to wash like they should.”

“You don’t seem to have that problem,” Allison noted.

Shelby chuckled again.  “No, I don’t, but then Rabbit made sure I kept myself clean.  I’m not saying I didn’t get gamey a few times over the years, but I keep myself fairly clean for the most part.”

“Rabbit?” Allison asked, curious about Shelby and his past.

“Yeah, Rabbit James was his name, but everyone called him Rabbit ‘cause he had the longest damn ears on a man you could imagine.  His hearing was uncanny even when he was in his eighties.”  Shelby shook his head as he made rabbit ears on his head, chuckling.  “You couldn’t tell a tale about him without him knowing.”

“Was Rabbit your father?” Allison asked as she smiled at the man who had obviously raised Shelby.

Shelby shook his head.  “Nope, Rabbit stole me from St. Louis where he went one year to trade in his furs.  He said he always wanted a son, and I looked healthy enough and he stole me right outta my yard.”

“He stole you!  What about your parents?  They must have been frantic!”  Allison was thinking about her own children and how she would feel.

Shelby shrugged.  “I don’t remember them, but Rabbit made sure we high tailed outta there and he took me to the mountains to raise, so I’m sure they don’t remember me.”

“I can’t imagine him being so cruel.  Your poor mother!  What she must have gone through with your disappearance!”  Allison was indignant and let it show, imagining how she would feel about her own small children, glancing at where they lay in the cabin, her heart clutching.

“Yeah, I’m sure she was.  Sometimes I wish I could remember her or my father, but Rabbit was real good to me.  He made me learn my letters and read and taught me everything I know about trapping.  He used to correct my speech and make me talk right.  He died about five years back and I’m doing right fine by myself.”

“Don’t you want to know about your real family, you could go back and try to find them?”

Shelby shrugged again.  “It’s been twenty years, I’m sure they’ve forgotten me.”

Allison leaned forward and put her hand on Shelby’s arm.  “If I were your mother I’d never forget,” she said quietly.

Shelby looked up at the warm hand on his arm and in the fading light their faces were really close, he swallowed and Allison drew in her breath.  She hadn’t meant to be so forward, but her own feelings over the subject had compelled her to reach out to Shelby and touch him.  Slowly she went to pull her hand away and Shelby captured it with his own.  His hand was warm on the back of Allison’s, and he looked up further to touch his lips to hers.  Gently he brushed his lips against hers and then just as gently licked at them with his tongue.  Surprised Allison kissed back, her legs felt strangely weak at the knees, the tongue made her start to tingle, and she couldn’t remember ever feeling like that before.  Shelby pulled away slightly, not wanting to frighten the woman and pressing the back of her hand slightly he got up from where he was sitting.  Allison watched him head for the stable and when she could make out nothing more than a shadow, she got herself up off the bench and went inside to bed.
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~ CHAPTER TWO ~
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Shelby had a hard time going to sleep that night.  The bed he made in the soft hay of the stable was what he blamed it on as he rolled up in his furs and blankets.  The soft rain that fell that night didn’t penetrate the poorly made stable and for that he was surprised, he wondered how the house fared, but he knew deep down it wasn’t the house he was worried about but rather the occupants.  He didn’t know why he had kissed the blonde; he usually let women make the first step that would lead to more, but then Indian women usually could spot what he was, and they had their own thoughts on the subject.  He knew it was wrong to have kissed Allison; he couldn’t promise her anything, and he didn’t even have a name of his own.  He supposed he could go by James like Rabbit had, but James wasn’t a last name in his mind, and he suspected James had just been Rabbit’s proper first name and not his last.  He rolled over trying to sleep, bunching the blanket with the hay beneath it once more to cushion his face and try to sleep again, but sleep was a long time in coming as he thought over his options.

* * * * *
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Allison awoke to giggles coming from the other side of the log wall where she was sleeping.  She glanced over to where the children slept and saw that little Albert was up and apparently outside.  She heard Shelby say something to the boy and their giggles continued.  She smiled.  Little Albert had not had enough of his own father to look up to, and she appreciated Shelby taking the time.  She got up and made the bed she slept in, it wasn’t much, but she made it anyway, hoping for a someday where it would be a real bed and not a larger pallet slightly off the ground.  Her blankets and hay mattress made it comfortable, more so than the pallet that the children slept on, but even so it wasn’t a proper bed.  

She dressed quickly in the cool morning air and found that the fire had already been stoked, wood brought in, and a little fire already burning for their morning meal.  Then she found a variety of packages on the table containing salt pork, flour, and even one of sugar!  She knew this bounty came from their guest and she thanked the lord for his arrival.  She wondered if it meant he wanted to provide for them, she thought about his suggestion of her finding a husband.  Was he husband material?  She whipped up flapjacks and made a syrup of some sugar and water; she had no flavoring for it but thought perhaps no one would notice, her children had never tasted real maple sugar or syrup so they wouldn’t know the difference, but they would love the sweet.

She shook her daughter awake and handed her the clothes she had worn the previous day.  They were wrinkled from her play, but Allison ignored it as there weren’t any others.  You used what you had and made do with it out here.  There was no use wishing for something they didn’t have.  The children had been fortunate to have any clothes at the rate Albert had lost their money. As it was her daughter’s dress was a cut down of one of Allison’s own, and the extra material saved against tears and growth if it lasted that long.  As she helped her daughter wash up for the day, she heard giggles and laughter again and opened the cabin door to find that her son was covered in mud as well as her guest and were hauling more to a trough that was dug in the front yard.

“What’s going on here?” she asked in dismay, eyeing the mess before her.

“We’re chinking the cabin Ma,” her son said proudly, as he poured a bucketful of water in the trough and Shelby poured one of dirt.

She looked at the mess they were in as well as on themselves and had to laugh.  “Well clean up the best you can, but don’t you dare track that into the house, you both can eat out here and I’ll bring you a plate.”

Her son looked happy at the thought and Shelby grinned as he nodded.  His grin caught Allison mid breath and took away the rest; she coughed to cover her reaction to his grin and turned back inside catching her daughter before she too could join the muddy mess outside.  She handed them both their plates filled with flapjacks and syrup as well as a cup to dip in the water barrel.  Shelby didn’t mind standing around and eating and little Albert imitated him.  When they were finished, they washed the plates in the bucket they had been using to draw water and handed them back to Allison through the door, so they didn’t track mud into the dirt-floored cabin.  

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Allison asked as she watched them mix the mud, grass, and water to a consistency that Shelby had determined.

“Get those sticks I showed you and give them to your ma,” Shelby told little Albert and the boy trotted off quickly.  He was soon back with reeds that he handed to his ma.  “Put those in the cracks as high as you can reach, wedging them in if possible and we will begin filling them from the outside.  When we are done there, we will begin on the inside and pull those reeds back out.  The outside will begin drying in this wind and should hold when we push the mud from the inside.”

Allison nodded and she and Emma began shoving them into the cracks, but the little girl soon lost interest and began playing with her dolls, sticks that had bonnets on them, and scraps of rags that looked like clothing to the little girl.  Allison had never realized how much or how many open spots were between the logs, but their cabin had been nearly buried beneath the snow that had come from the mountains, and they had been fortunate that it hadn’t all blown inside, although enough of it had to make a mess on the dirt covered floor.  It took most of the day to fill the cracks both inside and out and both little Albert and Shelby were covered head to toe.  Allison took care to wash little Albert, but Shelby insisted on checking the snares before he too would take a bath in the creek.  He returned with two rabbits and two prairie chickens which he soon plucked and gutted for her.  He took the innards to fish with he said and left the meat for Allison to work on.  

Shelby went far upstream with a change of clothes and a line for fishing.  He set a couple of hooks and went upstream from these tied off to limbs hanging on the trees.  He walked into the stream after removing his hatchet, pistol, and one of his knives, clothes and all.  He used sand to get the grime and dirt off himself and his clothes.  These were good buckskin and well made, they cleaned easily, and had he been alone he would have worn off the dirt but instead changed into another set of buckskins that he had.  Carefully he hung out the clothes that were now wet, including a wrap he used around his torso instead of a shirt.  He wrapped himself in another clean cloth and wrung out his hair, brushing it back with a horse brush that he kept for that purpose.  The snarls hurt, but he showed no pain as he brushed the locks of hair.  He didn’t know it but the washing he had given it made it shine in the spring sunlight.  The sun was nearly setting when he returned to the cabin.  He set his clothes out near the stable to continue to dry in the spring air.  He knew that although it would all dry quickly, the buckskin would be hard and stiff when he wore it again, but  it would become supple again as he wore it in.

They ate the two prairie chickens that night with biscuits.  It was a fine meal, and Allison had made a special effort.  She was pleased with all the work that Shelby had done on the poor little cabin that day and wanted to thank him.  He had brought her several large fish for breakfast from wherever he had taken his bath.  She hoped that he was showing what a good provider he could be and perhaps was thinking along the lines of marriage, she knew she had, especially after that kiss last night.  It was hard to believe that she had just known him a couple of days, he seemed pleasant, he was showing little Albert the ways of a man already by allowing him to help and learn things, and ... he had kissed her.  She couldn’t help but think he was perhaps courting her, not like they did back east, but perhaps out here on the frontier it was different how a man courted a woman.  He didn’t talk a lot, but then that could be because that was the type of man he was.  A man alone frequently didn’t talk as much as when they had others around them.

That night they sat out in front of the cabin again.  Little Albert had been so tired from all the work that day he hadn’t complained about going to bed at sundown after dinner.  Emma had joined her brother easily and the adults were left alone.

“You did a good job on the cabin today,” Allison said by way of a thank you.

Shelby shrugged.  “It needed doing, surely your man meant to.”

“He did, but the rains came and washed it out, we were warm this winter from the snow build up, we had to dig our way out of the cabin more than once!”  She didn’t mention the mud, the cold that came through the cracks, much less all the snow that sifted through.

That answered a question Shelby had been about to ask, it was no wonder they hadn’t needed much wood to keep them last winter.  Snow was a natural insulator and would keep them warm.  He could visualize about the rains coming and taking the mud from between the green logs that had shrunk a lot further than the man who had cut them had anticipated.  “He used the wrong mud,” Shelby commented.

“Wrong mud?” Allison asked confused.

Shelby nodded.  “Yeah, it’s better if you can find clay, but he used mud that had too much sand in it and that’s why the rain washed it away.  It didn’t harden right, and those green logs shrunk enough to create a space for the rain to get in.”

Allison nodded; she had heard something about green logs before.  She didn’t want to criticize her husband though; she thought that he seemed to know what he was doing.

Shelby had been thinking though, there were a lot of improvements he could make around the place, but really, what was the point?  Her next husband should do it and not Shelby.  He would be moving on; he should be moving on.  There were a lot of places he wanted to see before trapping season started again.  He had the rest of his string of horses to collect; he had left them up north at another fort to come south ..  He hadn’t been impressed and had planned to head back north and  west again after collecting his supplies and horses.  He wondered though; had he been sent here by fate to meet Allison?  The Indians believed that the gods did things for a reason, at least some of them did.  Fate was what was meant to be.  They didn’t try to change their fate, they accepted it.  Not that an Indian couldn’t change who they were, but then fate meant them to change it.

A long silence and they were both lost in their thoughts.  Allison finally broke it and asked, “What are your plans, Shelby?”

Shelby glanced up in surprise, his own thoughts had been on what he should do about moving on, his own thoughts had been on his plans and she asked about them.  “I thought I should head back north and collect my horses before heading west to a valley or two I want to see.”

Allison felt her heart plummeting; he was going to leave then.  She didn’t want him to leave but knew that he couldn’t stay in this poor little cabin, he wasn’t set up to be a farmer, he was a trapper and they were solitary.  “Do trappers ever have families?” she asked hesitantly.

Shelby nodded as he looked around for a noise he had heard, it was probably nothing, but it paid to pay attention.  His hatchet and pistol were near at hand, and he kept his hands free and able to pull them out at a moment’s notice.  “Some do, mostly they have a wife for a season.”

“A wife for a season?” she asked not understanding.

Shelby nodded again, the noise hadn’t repeated and he used the corners of his eyes to survey around them, movement could be seen better that way in the dark rather than straight on.  “Yeah, they usually take Indian wives for a season or two, sometimes longer.”

“Oh, no White women then?” 

“I haven’t seen too many White women able to take to the loneliness back in those mountains.  It can be very lonely,” he emphasized.  “Sometimes you are snowed in for months and don’t see another soul for years.”

Allison had known loneliness, even before Albert moved them here.  He had always insisted on living out far enough that having town friends hadn’t been an issue, their nearest neighbors had been far away.  Allison hadn’t known any other way for years. The two books she had, the bible and a book on poetry had sustained her through many years of being alone.  The children had become her world.  “I’ve been alone almost my whole life,” she commented without sorrow.

Shelby heard though, a wistfulness in her voice that she hadn’t intended.  He began to speak about the valleys he had seen and their beauty.  He found her to be an attentive audience and the animals he described and told her about didn’t scare her, they intrigued her instead. Even the grizzly, a fierce animal that inspired awe instead of fear.  He talked for a long time about the cabins he had built, the places he had trapped, even the beauty of the furs he had brought in.  She sighed at the magnificence that his stories inspired.  

“I’d love to see it all, the high lonesome, those hanging valleys you talk about.  I’d love to climb those mountains and be the first White woman to see them.”

“What about your children?” Shelby asked teasingly.

Allison laughed.  “They’d enjoy it too; I think they got my pioneer spirit in their backbones.”

Shelby laughed with her, imagining little Albert and Emma among the high mountains, up at the timberline where no trees grew because the ground wasn’t strong enough to sustain them because the rocks took over and of course the biting cold.  He told her of the blue of the mountain streams and lakes, the thickness of the trees, the wildness of the rivers and animals.  She sighed at this as well, wanting to see and, be a part of it all.

“You are lucky to have seen it,” she told him with a note of envy.

“There is a lot more I’d like to see too, but then I’m thinking of settling down in a valley I know,” he confided in her and then was surprised when he did.  He had told no one of the high valley he had discovered and fell in love with.  It was his valley, his private valley, even most of the Indians didn’t go there because they thought it was haunted.  The moans from the trees as the wind whipped through them had convinced generations of Indians that spirits lived there.  It had even frightened Shelby when he first explored it, at first to prove to himself how brave he was, and later to discover its secrets.  The way the wind came through that valley caused trees to make noises that were amplified somehow in its passages.  It was eerie at first, but Shelby had learned to love it.  He began to tell Allison of the valley and its imagined hauntings.  The valley he described sounded beautiful to her ears.  He expressed himself like a poet as he described its beauty.  That the Indians were afraid of it actually made it sound safe to her.  

There had been Indians at the trading post periodically, there were plenty of squaws with the trappers, and a couple of braves who had frightened her as they stared at her nearly white-blonde hair, one had had the audacity to touch it, and she had slapped his hand.  His anger had been understandable, but she hadn’t liked him touching her.  The trader at the post had smoothed things over.  She didn’t know how, but he had and the Indian had left looking at her with his strange black eyes.

“Sounds like heaven,” she said again with that wistful note in her voice.

Shelby nodded; he had talked more tonight that he could remember ever talking before.  Rabbit and he had gone days without talking sometimes and it hadn’t bothered him.  Now he found he was sharing a lot about himself with this woman.  He was amazed how comfortable he felt with her, something that hadn’t happened since Little Fawn.  He realized he was attracted to her but also realized when she realized what he was she might not feel the same.  Indians recognized it and revered it; in fact, many Indians understood it better than White men.  Rabbit hadn’t been surprised as it developed in his teens.  Shelby understood it better now that he was older but had been confused a long time until Red Moccasin explained it to him.  His relief over it all had been palpable.

They talked for a while yet; neither wishing to go to bed and end their delightful conversation, but when the moon rose Shelby knew it was time to get some sleep.  He had a lot to think about.  He already knew that if he asked, Allison would go with him.  He also knew, she deserved marriage and that led to a lot of problems Shelby had never anticipated.  An Indian wife would have understood, had understood, would have accepted it, but he wasn’t so sure a White woman would.  He had a lot to think over in his mind and resolve.

Allison was disappointed that their conversation came to an end, but she also knew she had a lot to think about.  She had hinted that she too would like to see this hanging valley of Shelby’s, to travel with him.  But she also knew that having two small children and a White woman along would be a large burden on the man.  She knew there was a mutual attraction, had caught Shelby watching her and he had caught her watching him.  There was the kiss of course and now she wondered if she had been too forward.  What really did she have to offer but herself.  She knew she could keep a house for any man, but she didn’t want just any man.  Right now, she wanted Shelby.  He was so different from Albert that they really didn’t compare.  Where Albert had been weak, Shelby was strong, where Albert had been indecisive, Shelby made everyday decisions easily.  She knew she shouldn’t compare them, they had such different backgrounds, but she couldn’t help wondering what her life would have been like had she met Shelby under different circumstances.
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~ CHAPTER THREE ~
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Allison woke to the sound of wood chopping.  She glanced over and once again little Albert had beaten her up.  This wasn’t like him.  Normally she had to awaken both children to get then up in the morning, but apparently their visitor inspired the little boy.  He sure followed Shelby everywhere, did whatever was asked of him without complaint.  This was a far cry from previous behavior and Allison was pleased to see it.  She knew her son was at a vulnerable age, and Shelby was a good influence on him.  She looked out the door to see Shelby chopping logs he had brought to the cabin, splitting them in two and sometimes four pieces, little Albert was racing to gather the split logs or set up another one for the axe before it fell.  The split pieces he stacked neatly next to the door for their fireplace.  Allison was pleased, the split wood meant they didn’t need to look under the trees for downed wood that they could burn; frequently it was rotten and full of bugs or too hard or heavy to move for her and the children.  She also worried about snakes and other vermin hiding under older pieces of wood.

She returned to her bed to make it and quickly got dressed to start her day.  Breakfast was the only break her woodcutters really took, lunch was leftovers and cold prairie chicken, but it was delicious if quick.  They cut a lot of wood that day and stacked it against the cabin to dry out and season.  Allison was appreciative, but she wondered about when Shelby would be leaving after their conversation the previous day.

“Howdy!  You Missus Johansen?”

Allison looked up from where she was sitting on the bench mending a sock of her husbands, she thought that perhaps little Albert could wear them this winter with the way he was growing, they might be a bit large on his feet, but she didn’t want them to go to waste.  Seeing the man who had silently come into the clearing she was alarmed at first but could see he was a trapper by the way he was dressed.

Nodding she answered, “Yes, I’m Mrs. Johansen.”

The old man nodded and stood there as he looked her over.  Allison began to bristle under his silent observation, he was looking at her as he would a horse, sizing up her points, was he going to ask to see her teeth too?  “I hear you’re in the market for a husband,” he stated, his voice raspy from age.

She shook her head.  “No.  No, I am not.”

“You’re not?” he repeated, confused and scratched his head where a coon skin hat met the white and greasy lengths of hair.

“No, I am not.  I don’t know who told you I was, but I am not,” she stated firmly.

“I heard you was a widow woman?” he said with a bit of spunk.

“I am.  My husband was killed earlier this spring.”

“Well then, you need a man.  I need a woman, so what do you say?”

Allison had heard all types of proposals, this one wasn’t a surprise to her anymore, but still it irritated her that he was making one.  She didn’t know him; he didn’t know her, and it annoyed her that the men assumed she would take just anyone.  “No, thank you, I’m not interested.”

“Why not?” he asked completely confused.  He had made a bon-a-fide offer, what was wrong with the woman that she wasn’t accepting it and gratefully?

“Because I am not in the market for a husband at this time,” she told him.

“You got one?”

“No, but I don’t need one either!”

“Sure, you do,” he insisted, she must be playing hard to get.  “I got all my teeth and I ...” he began but left off as young Albert and Shelby came into the yard dragging a long log between them.  Shelby saw the man there and casually put his end down as he cleared his hands for the hatchet and pistol he had in his sash at all times.  

“Howdy,” Shelby said as he watched the older mountain man warily, he didn’t know him and felt he ought to.  He had been around for twenty years and knew most everyone in the mountains that trapped.

“Howdy.  This your woman?” the man asked not wasting time.

Shelby glanced at Allison to see if she had been frightened and nearly laughed as the blonde rolled her eyes at the man’s question.  Shelby nodded and said, “Yup, made my claim a couple of days ago.”

The old man’s face twisted with regret.  “You trade for her?  I still got my cache and only turned in half.”

Allison’s eyes opened wide as she realized the man was talking about trading his furs for her and looked at Shelby to see what he would say or do.  Shelby was shaking his head.  “Nope, got enough of my own and more than enough, can’t carry more than the horses.”

The old man shook his head in regret for having arrived too late.  “Well, you change your mind, you let me know.  I’m Cajon Charlie,” he said by way of introduction.

Shelby knew that it would be rude to not reply, but this was one time he was tempted as he recognized the old timer’s name.  “I’m Shelby,” was all he said.

“Shelby what?” the old man asked.

“Just Shelby, I used to trap with Rabbit James,” he said and watched as the knowledge of what he was saying appeared in the man’s eyes.  The speculation began then too as he looked between Shelby and then Allison.

He nodded as he understood.  “Met Rabbit once soon after you two hooked up.  He was a good man even if his eyesight wasn’t the best,” he laughed at his own joke and slapped his knee.

Shelby patiently waited, a smile on his face for the man to wind down from his joke.

The old man nodded another time and said, “Well, you made your claim, I hope it works out.”  He turned to where he had left his horses before walking into the clearing.  “You let me know if it don’t,” he called to Allison.

Shelby watched as the man made his way into the brush that surrounded this small clearing and listened as the hoof beats began to lead away.  He looked at Allison and saw her frowning at the strange man’s words.  He turned and picked up the log he had been dragging and little Albert quickly picked up what he could of the heavy thing.  They hauled it to the woodpile where Shelby had been cutting wood all day.

It wasn’t until that night after another nice dinner of rabbit and biscuits that Allison asked him what the man had meant.

“Out here when you take up with a woman it’s called staking a claim and without marriage you might stay together a season or forever, it’s up to both parties,” Shelby explained feeling a little uncomfortable and knowing that the old man would spread the word at the fort.  He had either have a preacher or a few irate men coming out to the clearing to have words with him in the coming days.

“Is that what
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