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Chapter 1
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My walk down the hospice hallway became slower with each visit. I memorized this route like an attendant who worked there. I had promised her I would visit every week without fail. This was the first week I almost failed. My Manager lined me up to sing at some talk show later that night, but the host cancelled early that morning because of a busted pipe. I was, at the moment, thankful to have the day to myself, but remembered that my little sister needed me more. Not to mention, it took all the begging I could muster to get my manager to approve today’s visit.

Shaking my head, I paused in the doorway to observe her for a moment. Today she wore her purple beanie hiding her bald head. Her jammies looked three sizes too big on her scrawny body, but the purple ones were still her favorite. She looked so pale as she stared out the window. The sunny day made the stone wall hard to look at. I walked across the room casually, as to not to terrify her or get her Iv’s tangled up again. I had a bad habit of doing that.

“I have a story to tell you,” I whispered as I sat down on the bed.

“Dr. Dad once told me a tale,” she replied, her eyes still on the stone wall outside.

“What was it about?”

“A bear and a girl, I think.” her voice was raspy from the lack of using it.

“Any princesses?”

“No.” she answered, turning to glance at me. Her eyes were glazed over, her lips dry, her body was more relaxed than usual, “I like stories about a princess.”

“I know you do.” I fluffed another pillow and put it next to her on the hospital bed.

“Jessica?”

“Yes,” I answered distractedly, fluffing the pillow in between her and the bed.

“Am I going to die?”  My sister asked, deadpanned. The question sent a shock through my body. We all die someday, but why is she asking this now?

“Olivia!” I cried, placing a hand over my heart, “What is your heart telling you?”

She gave me a look of confusion as to where I was going.

“Come on! What is your heart saying to you right at this moment?” I questioned again.

She thought for a moment, then with a smile said, “That we will always be together.”

“Then no, you won’t die. Not as long as I’m here with you.” 

She had bone cancer. Her skeleton was so frail, she was in hospice care to help calm the discomfort. I knew what was happening. The doctors at the hospice prepared me for the worst. 

“One month,” He said. “She has just one more month left, maybe less.”

“What can I do?” I asked.

“We can move her to a new building, one that will help her and care for her until she passes. She will be comfortable. I promise you that.” He reassured me. I broke down in tears. My sister was dying and there was not much I could do. The following day they moved her to hospice. She did not understand where she was or that she had even been moved.

Her cancer was discovered when our parents died in an automobile accident, two years ago. During our ER visit, that is when they found her sickness. We both cried hard that night. First for losing our parents and then for Olivia. For a fourteen-year-old, she had so much life left. Sadly, I knew her story would end quickly.

During our first hospital visit, we found wonderful friends in the staff. It didn’t take long for Oliva to call them mom and dad. I thought it was cute, and they did not seem to mind. 

“You have a princess story to tell me?” she asked with a smile. I settled in next to her, kicking my shoes off the bed.  

“I do.” I replied, pulling at a blanket. They always keep these rooms so cold. 

“Will you tell me your story?”

“I will, let me know when you are comfortable.” 

Olivia rolled her eyes, still tugging on a blanket that wouldn’t move. I walked over to her bed and pulled the blanket up in place. She smiled at me before her lips dropped again, “Ok I’m ready.”
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Summer stretched on her bed just as the sun rose over the windowsill. She had chores to do. Rubbing her sky-blue eyes and swiping her sunny hair from her face, she called out to her sleeping sisters in the room, “Autumn, Spring, Winter, it is time to wake up.”

There was a muffle, a couple groans and a pillow suddenly hit her face. “Sum, I am very sleepy. I don’t wish to get up.”

“Come on, Spring. If we do not get up now, mother will discipline us again.” Summer said, putting the pillow on her bed and leaving it. “I do not wish to waste the day perfecting the ballroom.”

“I absolutely agree,” Said Winter, jumping up out of her bed. With her messy white hair descending to the floor and her grey eyes looking sleepy, but pleasant. “I am up!”

“I don’t enjoy cleaning the ballroom, we never use it,” said Autumn, getting out of bed. Her maple brown hair hung down her back in two braids to keep it from becoming twisted, her bark brown eyes were focused on the task she had set for herself.

Spring rolled over in her bed, mumbling about it being too early. Her crimson hair was damp from sweating because of how hot she ran when she slept. Groaning, Spring pried open her green grass eyes to glare up at the wood structure beams above. “Why is this room always so hot?”

***
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“This is so cool! Jessica, are they the four seasons?” Olivia asked, perking up.

“Nope, that is just their names. Like Olivia, is your name“ I said pointing to  her, “And Jessica is mine” I explained.

“I like their names.” Olivia smiled, hugging her stuffed bear.
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Once dressed, the four princesses headed downstairs to the kitchens.

“Good morning Princesses, did you all sleep well this time?” asked Gretchen, the kitchen cook. Her brown dress was covered in many food stains for cooking over the years. Her hair was kept under a cap, no one really knew the actual color of her hair. She had a soft spot for the princesses and had watched them grow from the comforts of her kitchen.

“The room is hot,” complained Spring, using an empty plate to fan her face.

“The beds are getting smaller,” complained Autumn.

“We had a tough night,” replied Summer. “Just like the other nights we have had.”

Winter shrugged in agreement to the hot room and the small beds.

Gretchen scoffed as she set the broth and yesterday’s hard rolls on the table. “I just wish Queen Clara would reconsider your living quarters. It is unfair how she treats you.” 

Summer sat down at the maid’s table and gave her sisters a soft reprimand. “It’s not so bad. We are after all just her step-daughters.”  

Winter passed her a dish of broth, and Spring handed her a stale roll.

“I do not think it to be fair.” Came another response from the maid’s table. Rose was an older maid with white wispy hair and bright blue eyes. She loved poking her nose in other people’s business and had a knack for putting others in their right place. “When your mom and dad were monarchs, they treated everybody with dignity and equally. It’s not like that anymore. We all have a place, a title and that is what we are. That is what Queen Clare defines us by, but it is not who we are or chose to be.”

“And who are you, Miss Rose?” asked Gretchen with a smirk.

“I am an author,” answered the chambermaid proudly as she held her head up high.

“Not today.”

Rose signed and acknowledged, “True. I am a maid like the princesses, but one day I will have a bookshop with books and compose lyrics.”

“Don’t let our step-mother hear you say such about your wonderful dream. Hold on to them for as long as you can.” Winter replied encouragingly. “When it happens, I bet Autumn will be the first one to purchase a novel from you.”

Spring got up from the table and placed her bowl in the sink for Gretchen to clean. “And I will be the second one.” 

Autumn and Summer followed right behind her. Winter was still at the table. She missed the way things once were.
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Chapter 3
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“Jessica, what happened to their mom and dad? Why are they living with a step mom?” Olivia asked just as an assistant walked in with a cart of medicinal supplies. They checked Olivia’s vitals every three hours. This was normal to make sure she was comfortable and not in any pain. It also helped comfort me knowing she was doing well.

“If you are patient, I will tell you.” I answered. “Will you remain still for Nurse Jill?”

“Hello Mom. I will be as still as a statue.”

“Thank you, Miss Jessica,” Jill replied with a smile. While the Nurse took care of Olivia, I continued the story to keep her slightly distracted.
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“Winter, we need to get going.” Summer called out to her, “If we are slow it will be more trouble.”

“I honestly don’t wish to go this time.” Winter sighed, her previously happy gray eyes looked like a dark storm.

Autumn took Winter’s hand, encouraging her to come, “I know, but we will all be there for each other.”

Winter sighed and stood, following her sister to their step-mother. Winter just needed this part to be over with.

Summer guided her sisters through the servants’ back halls, winding this way and that way up a set of stairs and stopped just before the Queen’s receiving room. All four girls knew the way, they had been doing this for so long they could do it with their eyes closed. Walking through the dining area would have been quicker, but Queen Clara would not want that. When they arrived outside the drawing room doors, it was spring who knocked.

“Enter,” came an exceedingly cold voice. The princesses entered the room as swiftly as possible, trying not to let in a draft. 

Queen Clara turned from the picture she was looking at on the mantle as we entered the room. It was one of father, Summer, recognized from across the room. Queen Clare had an unusually thin salt and pepper short hair, her eyes were a mud brown, her lips were thin and held steady, an unusually long thin nose, and high cheekbones. Today she put too much rose on her cheeks. Her gown was long and lavish, graceful in every way. She was not exquisite herself, in fact the four princesses were ten times more appealing than she was. 

In her youth she was an average beauty, and age had not treated her kindly. She still tried to keep a youthful glow. Looking for any miracle that would give her back her youthful glow. No matter what she tried, it never helped. 

“You may all sit on the floor today,” she said with a sneer. “Today is the fourteenth anniversary of the death of my dear husband. In his will, he left orders to care for his daughters. A task no one dreamed I would appreciate, but I have. For the past fourteen years, I have continued that promise to keep you safe, warm, clothed and under his roof.” Queen Clara took a seat on one of the softest chairs in the room while the four sisters sat on the floor. Once a year, always on the day they lost their father, their stepmother would tell them the same story over and over. The princesses had it memorized, and would sometimes mimic her, but not today. She looked extra mad and terribly cross.

“Twenty years before that I met my handsome Basil at his ball. I never dreamed I could fall in love again. He had just finished mourning the loss of his first bride and I was mourning the loss of my second husband,” Queen Clara continued. “We danced all night long, and he asked if he could see again later that week. It was an amazing romance that flew so fast. By the next month I was his wife. He met my two wonderful boys, and I met his daughters.” She sneered the word daughters, peering down her long nose at the princesses seated on the floor. Autumn shifted a little to let blood flow to her foot, “Sit still, GIRL!”

“Sorry Mother,” Autumn whispered, hanging her head.

Winter flinched at the immediate outburst, making Queen Clara force a laugh, “Still very skittish. I see.”

“Sorry Mother,” whispered Winter, also hanging her head.

“Any more interruptions?” Queen Clara asked, glancing at Spring and Summer. Neither girl moved.

“Perfect. Upon encountering his daughters for the first time, I saw how disturbing they all were. Summer being the oldest was always in charge and told the others how to play. Autumn could not sit still for anything or anybody. Some people have not changed. Spring made a mess wherever she went, and Winter jumped at the slightest of noises. I knew these princesses were horrible beasts. They needed discipline, and they needed to work for their meals. My own two beautiful boys were so much more well behaved.” Queen Clara smiled at her own recollections.

Summer remained perfectly still as she mentally rolled her eyes.  Clara’s boys were not nearly as perfect as Clara would have liked to think.

It was Summer who was telling Carson he could not paint the playroom walls. Autumn was chasing Clarkson because he stole one of her books. Spring tripped over a bucket of paint Carson had placed in her path and Clarkson stepped on Winters hair while running with a book. Given the princesses were all only five years old, and the boys were six and eight, Summer knew then that these two older brothers would be a handful. They were the ones who needed disciplining. Not her and her sisters. Summer quickly snapped out of her memories, returning to the present.

“We got you a tutor and gave you all schooling. It was not long before I noticed Autumn and Winter were cheating on every subject and then given lessons separate from the others. You both still did poorly.” To Spring that never made senses, Autumn was the smartest of the group. When Summer went looking for answers, she discovered that Carson and Clarkson were the real cheaters. Queen Clara would not admit it was them. “Your father and I gave our children everything. Then the unpredictable happened, my handsome Basil died while hunting with Carson, Clarkson and Autumn.”

Autumn knew this story well. She was the one who found her father fourteen years ago, with a hunting knife in his chest. It was not her blade; she did not keep one. No matter how hard she pleaded, no one believed her. She used a bow and arrow, not a dagger. She did not like owning something so cold, or having it next to her body. When she had looked up at Clarkson through her tears, she saw him grin. His eyes were full of amusement. Autumn knew it was him, but they gave her the burden.

“Autumn, how could you do something so greedy? Did you not love your father?” asked Queen Clara.

For what seemed like the millionth-time Autumn replied, “It was not my blade, I did not kill him.”

“Liar!! I know you did. The entire kingdom knows.” Replied Queen Clara. Everyone found her innocent, after retelling her story to those who listened and the monarchy. He believed her, but there was nothing he could do. Queen Clara was convinced that Autumn had killed the king. So the monarchy reasoned with Queen Clara, Autumn would pay her debt by working as a maid in the castle. Queen Clara agreed, but made Autumn feel guilty for telling lies whenever she could. For Queen Clara felt it in her heart that it was Autumn who killed her king.

As soon as Autumn became a maid, Queen Clara further the punishment. She made her three sisters join her. They protested for as long as they could, but joined Autumn in a compact room in the attic. “I have asked you here today, because it is time for you to marry. I have four gentlemen who will be perfect for the likes of you. They promised to discipline you all very well and make better women out of you.”

There was a gasp.

“Father said we were to marry for love,” Summer replied quickly.

“You will do as I say!” shouted Queen Clara. “They will be here in two hours, I have arranged some nicer dresses for you to wish to wear. They are waiting for you all in the nursery. I expect properly dressed and down her in no less than forty-five minutes. Dresses pressed, hair combed neatly, and looking decent for once. Not like the filthy rats you are present as daily. You are dismissed.”
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Chapter 4
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“Queen Clara sounds so mean.” Olivia whispered.

“Yes, she is very mean, she is the best worst stepmother one could ask for.” I replied.

“I feel so sorry for Autumn.” 

“Shall I keep going?”

“Lunch time Girls,” said Nurse Betty, she was the oldest nurse I had ever seen; gray hair always in a bun and bright happy blue eyes. “I thought you might be extra hungry. I have two of everything. Sandwiches, fruit cups, salad, fries, lots of apple juice, and a bucket of ice chips.”

“Oh ice chips?” Olivia asked, sitting up, “I guess I could try to eat a few.”

“You don’t have to Miss Olivia.”

“I want to.” Olivia moaned.

“Thank you Betty,” I whispered, taking the tray from her. I was surprised she even thought to bring me a large lunch.

“My pleasure,”

“Thank you Nurse Mom,” Olivia whispered, reaching for the crushed ice.  Betty smiled and left the room, letting us eat lunch. “The story Jessica.”

***
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The princesses did not delay. They quickly did as they were told. Summer leading the way up the stairs to the nursery.

The room had not changed in the last fourteen years. A layer of dust covered the soft pink rug. The paint where Spring had tripped was still in the same spot, untouched. Autumn went to the bookshelf and got back the book Clarkson had put out of her reach. She was now tall enough to reach it with no effort.

“I thought this room was bigger,” Winter pointed out.

“No, we were so much smaller,” replied Spring. Winter lay down on the rug and looked up at the ceiling.

“Yep, it’s the same size. I see it now.” Winter stayed there, looking up at the surrounding things. So many happy memories passed through her mind as she lay there looking up. “Where are the dresses our stepmother wants us to try on?”

“Right here,” Summer replied, holding up one of the four ugly dresses. 

Spring cringed, Autumn gagged and Winter replied with an “Ew”

“I truly do not think they will fit any of us.” Summer said, setting down three of the dresses on one of the toddler beds. She stared at the huge fluffy yellow dress with a lilac sash going from the left side of the bodice to the waistline. The bodice had an empire waistline with yellow roses going around the border. One strap draped over the right shoulder, leaving the left one barren.

“Summer do you think you could use your magic and... help them?” Autumn asked, taking up a second dress. It was deep blue, olive and silver. Her dress was mostly olive with blue stripes going through each seam where the olive met making a new panel. The bodice of the dress had a natural waistline with off the shoulder large puff ball sleeves. While the bottom of the dress looked like arches with the silver lace in between.

“I am not sure she can help these awful things in forty-five minutes.” Spring replied, glancing at her own hot pink and white sleeveless mess. 

“Please,” Winter begged, “Autumn and I will do hair. Spring can help you,” Winter held up her own colt blue silky dress with enormous sleeves and the lowest cleavages Summer had ever seen.

“May we help?” all four princesses shifted to meet Lilly, Gretel, Heather and Hanna. These ladies were once the princesses-in-waiting, now they were chambermaids for Queen Clara.

“YES!” all four sisters said at once.

“Good, I have a crate of sewing things and Hanna brought the sew table upstairs last night. We realized she was planning this.” Said Heather, putting her box down, while Hanna and Lilly went to the window and drew out the hidden table.

“We just did not know where to start,” Hanna said, staring at Summer’s dress.

“First, Winter needs green.” Summer got right to work taking apart the dress still laying on the bed. “Lilly, measure Winter and Spring for me, please. Autumn, start taking the purple off that dress there. We only have one chance to get this right and as always not enough time.”

After a full forty full minutes of rushed work, the dresses were done. Summer stood tall in a navy-blue column gown with a silver sash around her waistline. Her neck line was a scoop. Autumn twisted Summer’s long hair into a braid and twirled it on top of her head with small whips falling out.

Autumn wore a yellow full-length apron dress with halter straps. They divided her long hair in half with two French-braids down her back, Winter then took the two braids making a heart on her head.

Spring wore a lavender and white princess gown with more white than lavender. The lavender fell in between the two white panels to the floor. She added lavender cap sleeves and a lavender sash to the all-white bodice. Autumn and Winter did a princess crown, ten-strand braid down her back. 

Winter wore a green mermaid dress with an off-shoulder neckline. Autumn made a crown braid and then little braids coming out here and there. When she finished and pined it all up Winter looked like she had a snowflake on her head made from hair.

“We will tidy up,” Lilly said, looking the princesses over. They were all stunning and magnificent in the altered dresses.

“Mother will be so livid.” Autumn pointed out.

“We did not use one dress,” Winter replied looking over at the stack of extra fabric.

“I did, I used the buttons from that dress on your dress, Winter. Look, they looked like snowballs. I thought it was fitting.” Summer replied, pointing to the small white buttons on the top of the mermaid skirt.

“I love it!” Winter said with a grin and a gleam in her grey eyes. “I must agree Mother will be very furious with us.”

“Come along sister, we must hasten.” Summer requested, looking at the clock on the wall. “Thank you, my ladies, for your help. We could not have achieved this without you.” She did a princess bow and left the room immediately.

“Yes, thank you so much,” Spring copied her before leaving.

“I would stay and help—-“

“No time for that Autumn, we have to go.” Winter said, grabbing Autumn’s arm and dragging her, “Thank you ladies!” Winter shouted as the door sealed behind them.

Lilly, Greta, Heather, and Hanan all laugh as the girls leave. “That was entertaining. I hope they do not get into much trouble.” Lilly blurted, concerned.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 5
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“Now I am worried,” Olivia said sipping her apple juice. “Is Queen Clara going to punish them?”

“Do you want me to keep the story going?”

“Yes please, I am sorry Jessica,” Olivia said as a yawn escaped her.

“Maybe I should let you take a nap first.” I replied looking at her. She looked like she could fall asleep at any moment.

“If I take a nap will you tell me the rest later?”

“Yes, I promise.” I kissed Olivia on the forehead and slid out of the bed. “I won’t go far.”

“Thank you Jessica.” Olivia yawned and soon closed her eyes. I looked up at the monitors, still humming away. One day I will look at them and they will be silent, but I could not think of that now.

“Jessica,” came a whisper from the doorway. I looked up and saw Dr. Bryce, “I need a moment of your time.”

I nodded and took one last look at Olivia before leaving. “Dr. Bryce, how are you?”

“I am doing good.”

“The new baby?”

“A handful and a joy like most newborns.”

“What can I do for you?”

“It’s Olivia,” Dr. Bryce paused, “it’s bad.”

“I know.” I replied. “How long?”

“Tonight, or tomorrow. I do not know for sure.” Dr. Bryce sighed, “Do I need to call anyone for arrangements?”

“No, I’ll take care of it.” I replied.

“Jess, you shouldn’t have to.”

“We only have each other,” I replied as tears rolled down my cheeks.

“Oh Jess, I know,” Dr. Bryce replied, pulling me into his arms. “What about your relatives? Can they help?”

“Not with grief,” I replied,” I set aside funds for her, just in case.”

“Do you have plans for the rest of the day?”

“No.” I answered, looking back at Olivia, I was still in Dr. Bryce’s embrace.

“If there is anything, please just ask. I lifted all restrictions for her meals.” Dr. Bryce stated. “I want her to live, but her body is failing her.”

“I wish for the same thing.” I replied, leaving his warm embrace.

“Will you tell her this news?”

“No, I don’t want to have my last memory of her crying. I will just finish the story I am telling her and let her go in peace.”

“Does it end happily?”

I smiled but said nothing. After Dr. Bryce left and I used the bathroom. I took out my phone, texted my agent back to cancel everything for a month. I was in mourning, gave him the time frame my sister had and put the phone on silent for the rest of the day. It was 2 hours later when Olivia woke up. “Hello sleepy.”

“You stayed,” her voice sounded weak and horse from the lack of use.

“I did,” I replied with a smile.

“My story?” She coughed a little, trying to sit up.

I hopped up on the bed next to her and began where I left off.

***
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Summer was the first to enter the receiving room, then Autumn, Winter and Spring last. They dare not sit, for fear their step-mother would abuse them again. Adam, a guard and Autumn’s best friend, walked into the room, “Queen Clara wishes for you to all wear these.”

He placed five boxes on the table for the princesses to see. 

“Thank you, Adam.” Autumn replied. She opened the first box and found high heel slippers. All five boxes had the same thing, five-inch heels. The princesses never wore heels before and five inches, Winter was frightened. Spring stepped in and helped her sisters match the slippers with the dress. Winter got a pair of black heels, Summer took the not quite navy blue heels, Autumn the gold heels and she took the lavender ones, the peach cream heels matched no one.

“I need to sit,” Summer complained for the first time. This shocked Autumn, Spring dropped her jaw and Winter clung to the chair tightly.

“There is no sitting on my furniture, ungrateful rats!” Queen Clara all but cried as she entered the room.  Adam bowed quickly, showing the princesses a pleading ‘I am so sorry’ expression.

Queen Clara looked at the princesses, her face changed to a pea green, she looked sick, “What have you done to my dresses?”

“They were a little too small for us Mother,” Spring lied said hastily, in fear of worser punishment. “We needed more fabric to make them a little bigger to fit us better, I am so sorry.”

“Yes, mother, it is all my fault. I asked her to make them bigger, to fit us better. The dresses were just small for us.” Summer said, remembering that flattery will get you anything if they pointed it at Queen Clara.

“I see,” sneered Queen Clara, looking at each princess, they all responded in agreement, “I had no idea my older dresses were so small. Well, that is remarkable news. I shall make sure you get smaller serving during meals, can’t have fat princesses. Fortunately, these dresses are still ugly, and very much out of season.” Summer saw an expression of resentment in her face before Queen Clara took the biggest chair in the room. “Now girls you will stroll around the room, before the gentlemen I have picked out for you arrive.”

Autumn took the first step on shaky legs. Quickly griping the back of the chair, she walked a little slower, but less shaky. Defining Queen Clara was a game they dared to play. They were not her slaves and refused many of the stupid things she asked them to do. Some they got away with, but other tasks were not so easy with her sons around it was much harder.

Taking a deep breath, Spring smiled as she followed Autumn’s lead. Winter inched along the wall slowly and Summer kept her head up high and walked. 

“Let go of the wall you floundering child,” Queen Clara shouted, staring at
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