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Lexie Kessell pulled a long red curl of her
hair behind her ear and smiled as Thunderclap galloped across
fertile farm pasture. The black stallion circled running faster
along the wooden fence until he returned where Lexie and Lexie's
childhood girlfriend, Syndee watched; each young woman had placed
one black granny boot foot on the lowest wooden rail.

Lexie's black suede riding pants tapered into
her thin hourglass figure of her white blouse. Syndee's hunter
green riding pants snapped a-crossed her boyish hips over her white
blouse. Both women wore brown deerskin riding gloves.

Thunderclap returned, moving into a slower
trot as he approached. He lashed his shiny black tail out at the
girls. Syndee jumped back slightly unnerved. Thunderclap snorted
loudly and rose up on his high legs facing away into the farm
fields as Lexie waved at his friendly antics.

"He's just being playful Syndee." Thunderclap
took off again, galloping at rapid pace. Lexie brushed a few grass
blades off her faint red eyebrows. Lexie believed in considering
her opportunities. She didn't label this courage. She considered
whether something was feasible, practical, and doable. Then, Lexie
did them. Things had a way of working out for her one way or
another.

Her beautiful diamond-shaped face had ruddy
skin. Her two front teeth showed alone when she smiled in a large
open mouth grin, but even this flaw only increased her sex appeal
in men's eyes. Thunderclap’s tall height didn't frighten Lexie. She
was five foot nine and one hundred and twenty pounds.

Syndee, on the other hand, was a pixie
natural platinum blonde girl and only stood five feet four inches
tall and weighted one hundred and five pounds.

"See, Syndee. He meant no harm."

"You say that about all men, Lexie. You can't
trust men. Look at this world does it look like men know what they
are doing, Lexie? You're so so naive."

Tough talking Syndee and kind Lexie had been
best girlfriends since they were five years old. In fact, Lexie
Kessell's home of Bright Beam sat right next to the estate of
Northwind where Syndee Spratt lived. Syndee's family had a lot of
money, but they did not want to buy Bright Beam.

"Come here Pixie," Syndee called to her small
brown terrier.

Lexie waved to Thunderclap as he rushed by
them again and Syndee's brown terrier barked. Lexie figured out a
retort. "Naive women are sexy to men."

"Hold still, Pixie. Yes, but you're searching
for a man to marry. Not just, find you sexy. I know a lot of men in
the theater who find you sexy, Lexie."

Lexie had a habit of biting her lower lip
when questions of sex, marriage and romance surfaced. She knew her
situation was dire. She had one month maybe more to settle her
accounts at Bright Beam. She sold most of her personal items,
favorite paintings, jewelry, books, and carriage, but now
Thunderclap needed a good home. "You've got to take Thunderclap,
Syndee. Northwind has lots of land. I'd feel awful if some horrible
farmer put Thunderclap to the plow."

"Okay...Okay," she replied, and giggled
nervously.

Lexie's dad backed the southern planters in
the US Civil War and when the Confederates lost, her dad lost all
the family's wealth. Lexie's mom died soon afterward. Lexie was
born in Bright Beam in Manchester, England shortly before the Civil
War in 1859. In addition, when Thorton Kessell lost all the family
wealth only his good connections to creditors and the financial
Estate Arbiter Lord Griff prevented complete chaos from engulfing
her life.

Arbiter Lord Griff allowed Thorton to keep
Bright Beam until he died. That happened five years ago in 1877.
Lexie was fifteen at the time. Lord Griff extended his courtesy to
Lexie until she turned twenty. He didn't have the heart to send her
to the poor tenement houses in east London.

Nevertheless, Arbiter Lord Griff made moves
to sell Bright Beam to recover some of his losses. Lexie knew chaos
threatened her life every day. One suitor after another wanted to
marry her. All of them were driven by financial consideration
alone. Lexie only wanted to live and farm the land like her dad
did.

Now, all was lost. Worse than that one
persistent suitor Lord Brackett Wilshire from London, who insisted
on marrying her after he brought Bright Beam the previous year. The
only thing keeping him at bay was the politically powerful Arbiter
Lord Griff. In addition, Lord Griff died just last week. Tomorrow,
Lexie and Syndee planned to attend his funeral. Today was the
happiest day of her life, for she didn't know what tomorrow would
bring.

"I'm becoming a MOB, Syndee."

"Not until I learn how to ride Thunderclap
you don't." Syndee put Pixie on the ground. He ran around in small
circles barking as Syndee climbed to the top rail of the fence.
"Call Thunderclap over. If I can ride him, he'll become my personal
riding horse. Larkton is getting sort of old."

"Come here, Thunderclap," Lexie called. She
waved her brown riding gloves in the air she had removed. "This
always gets him to return right away."

Syndee sat nervously on the highest rail.
“I'll need to get a step ladder just to climb on him."

"He's really steady and quiet when you climb
aboard. Just don't talk when you mount him."

Syndee adjusted her hunter greed riding
pants.

Thunderclap galloped by and pulled to an
abrupt stop. Lexie gave him a sugar cube. His bright white large
teeth flashed as his thick lips grabbed the cube and gobbled it
down. "Thunderclap, I told you I was going away last night. I want
you to have a good owner and a good home. Syndee is a good person,
my best friend. She's your new owner, boy."

Lexie patted Thunderclap's lighten bolt white
mark on his forehead. "Now, go on and let your new owner ride you.
Show you can be a good boy, Thunderclap."

Thunderclap nodded as if he understood the
lecture. Then he moved forward slowly next to where Syndee now
stood her black granny boots on the second rail. Syndee put her
hand on his strong black neck. She grabbed a fist full of his long
black mane. First, she threw her left leg over astride
Thunderclap.

Next, she eased onto his back. Her legs
dangled on each side of his muscular body. "Okay, boy, go slow.
Just trot a little for me."

Pixie barked and followed along. Thunderclap
trotted slowly. Then Syndee turned back and said he was pretty easy
to handle. She turned him around by kicking first her right and
then her left. She galloped back to Lexie.

"I told you that Thunderclap liked you. He
knows good people when he meets them."

"Ssshhh stop barking, Pixie. Thunderclap is
going to be your friend too." Syndee was a tough girl. Lexie knew
Syndee would ride Thunderclap faster, sooner rather than later.
"Ride Boy! Gallop." Syndee kicked Thunderclap and he shot forward
like a racehorse. Clomps of green grass and brown dirt flew into
the air. Off Syndee and Thunderclap flew, circling the fenced
opened pasture of Bright Beam. Lexie waved when they got half way
across.

Pixie sat at Lexie’s feet and barked too.
Then Syndee returned her legs holding tight. Her two fists were
entangled in Thunderclap's hair. She breathed hard. Thunderclap
snorted, but he didn't rise up on his two front legs.

"I'll take him. Daddy will be pleased."
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Lexie wore a black Victorian tour hat, black
blouse and walking skirt. Her black Victorian boots had black
spats. Syndee wore scandalous burgundy spats over her black
Victorian boots. Whenever Syndee walked, the red garment flashed.
All during the funeral, the dashing, but calloused playboy Lord
Brackett Wilshire kept glancing at Lexie.

She ignored him.

Each person came up and threw a little
handful of dirt on Lord Griff's shiny black coffin six feet in the
earth. Lord Brackett came up behind Lexie and offered his
condolences.

"I know you and I had considerable ties to
Lord Griff. He was a good man, an upstanding Englishman." Lord
Brackett tossed his handful of dirt in and smacked his hands
clean.

Lexie got the feeling that Lord Brackett was
washing his hands clean of restraining himself from her.

"Let me offer you a ride home in my
carriage," he pointed. He was wearing black coat, pants, white
shirt and flashing red tie and a top hat. "I'd like to discuss a
few remaining estate items."

"I'm riding back with the Spratt family."

Syndee held open her personal carriage. "You
coming, Lexie?"

"Just a minute, Syndee," Lexie turned back to
Lord Brackett. "I thought Lord Griff finalized all matters.

“There is one small matter that has not been
completed. You can ride in my carriage or shall I come by in the
morning, say tenish, to discuss it?"

"Come by at tenish," Lexie said, relieved to
have Syndee's support.

"Tenish it is." Lord Brackett tipped his hat
to Lexie as he watched her get into Syndee's carriage. Nice meeting
to you Ms. Spratt."

"I can't say the same, Lord Brackett," and
Syndee slammed the carriage door and the two girls leaned back and
laughed.

"He's such an animal. He wanted to discuss
some final matters left undone by Arbiter Griff."

"Oh, I hardly think so. You can't trust men,
Lexie. Do you think Lord Griff would leave anything undone? Now,
that is one man you could trust, at least financially."

Lexie said, "I have to listen to Lord
Brackett at least. That's the only way I can tell him off once and
for good."

"Tell him you’re already spoken for."

"I can't exactly lie."

Syndee leaned forward. She handed her a
newspaper pulled out of her black string purse.

"Look through these tonight. Pick one. Then
you can honestly say to Lord Brackett you're spoken for."

"But I haven't even written the man back."
Lexie looked at the headline: Mail Order Brides for the Western
States. She flipped through the thin white pages as the carriage
took them back to Bright Beam and Northwind. "Listen, here's one.
‘Handsome, rugged good looks, but no flirty dame to share them
with. Rancher. Wealthy. Lonely and seeks MOB from back east.’"

Syndee grabbed the paper. "Wait; did I
already put a star by that one?"

Lexie tossed back her head laughing. "You're
seeking to go out west, to America?"

Syndee pouted. "Hey, every girl likes the
idea of romance. I've been reading these for years now. I marked
off all the ones I'd like that you'd like. I didn't mark him
because he wants a flirty gal."

"I can flirt."

Syndee tossed the paper back, "Suit yourself.
I go out of my way to find good boring men for you. You pick out
him."

"You want him."

"Of course, I want him. He's my kind of
man."

"Then you can have him."

"I'm not going all the way to America to find
a flirty man. Tons of them come to see me in the theater every
night."

Lexie kept the paper folded to the man's
address. Arizona. Rancher. "That's what I'm going to tell Lord
Brackett tomorrow morning."

"No biting your lip around him. That's a come
on to men."

"I didn't know that."

"You're too busy riding horses, and studying
plants, crops and animal husbandry, Lexie. You're already a MOB
housewife."

"I'll contact him by telegraph. I don't have
a lot of time now."
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"Lady Kessell, Lord Brackett Wilshire is here
to see you. He says you're expecting him at tenish."

"I am, Wilson. Send him to the parlor."

The old grey-haired butler looked none worse
for wear even though all the friends he knew had long found
employment elsewhere. It was only him, the cook Mrs. Prescott and
Lady Kessell in Bright Beam now.

"Lady Kessell will receive you in her
parlor."

"My old man, Wilson. Are you staying on when
I move into this place next month?"

"I don't know, Sir. That depends on Lady
Kessell's arrangements."

Lord Brackett arrogantly pushed his black top
hat and walking cane into Wilson's arms. Brackett walked with the
springy step of a child who just got a new toy. He paused for
dramatic affect at the parlor's entrance. "My dear. How ravishing I
do always find you, Lady Kessell."

"Good Morning, Lord Brackett." Lexie motioned
to the teapot and empty teacup on his side of the small parlor
table. "Do have some tea while we discuss this estate matter."

"Don't mind if I do. I'll be brief." Lord
Brackett sat and Lexie poured him some hot green tea. "Sugar."

"No sugar unless you are referring to
yourself."

"I'm not referring to myself. Nor should you,
Lord Brackett. "

"He sat back in the small wooden chair. “How
did we get off on such a bad foot? I bought this place and saved
you from certain destitution—in east London. Poor houses are not
good places," he shook his dark head full of hair. A locked of dark
hair fell across his right eye. "Tsk Tsk. Pretty woman like you
would not stand a chance there."

Lexie remained cool. "I'm glad you understand
how I might fair in other places." She drank some more of her
tea.

"I offered you my hand in marriage last year
when I bought Bright Beam."

"And Sir, I declined your hand," Lexie sat up
straighter. The lacy white collar of her blouse didn't match around
her newly coloring neck; her black twill skirt lay quiet around her
long legs.

Lord Brackett laughed. "I’m the best prospect
you have going, Lexie. Just say yes."

"No."

Lord Brackett drank up his tea and set the
empty cup down. He ran his hand through his dark hair, pushing the
lock out of his right eye. "Mail Ordered Bride! You heard any of
the scandals from those MOB news rags. Don't be a toffer, and night
flower to some American cowboy in the west!"

"We both have a different interpretation of
marriage. I'm going to be properly married," Lexie snapped in
defense.

Lord Brackett stood up. He walked around the
empty pallor. He ran his hand over the empty fireplace mantle. "I
remember when this place held such life. So many meetings,
discussions. And you," he turned, "are the brightest flower of
Manchester and on every beau's marriage list."

"Syndee is pretty, as well."

"Yes, wel, Syndee is another story." He
walked back to the small wooden elegant chair. "Lexie be
reasonable, practical. I own everything in Bright Beam now."

Lexie hated his insinuations. She stood up.
"You don't own me, Sir. Brackett. Now I am asking you to leave. You
have no business--"

Lord Brackett grabbed Lexie in his strong
arms. He tried to bring his lips close to hers.






























































































































































































































































































































































































































THE END
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