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Editors Note:

Many characters in this books have accents
and or different speech patterns. The author has attempted to
illustrate this phonically. These are not spelling errors.

An example is this.

“Tootsie kicked them out when I stood in
fwont of hew highchaiw.”

It will reflect how the character is
speaking.
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ONE

 


 For a new future, you must exchange your old past.

To live, you must exchange a day of your
life....

 


 


“Hey handsome, come here often?” Sissy Rose
purred, always starting her conversation in the same manor to her
clients and Reed Stone always enjoyed her company. She was a buxom,
raven haired woman with dark eyes. She wasn’t a rare beauty, but
she knew how to please a man, and the reason for his long overdue
visit.

“Not often enough,” he drawled, answering
her question as usual, and chuckled. He pulled her onto his lap to
prove his statement.

“You’ve been away too long this time,” she
purred and wiggled her fanny into his lap causing further
discomfort.

“Had some trouble on the cattle drive this
time, bad weather,” he explained as he nibbled on her earlobe. I’ll
have a few drinks then bed you darlin‘, but the wiggling of your
cute little bottom is making me very uncomfortable. So, darlin’, as
much as I love your sweet ass, I’d prefer you go upstairs and wait
for me.” He meant to sound calm, but instead the words came out
ragged as he gave her a light shove to hasten her departure. The
prostitute rose, leaned over to give him an eye full of her
attributes. She fingered her cleavage sensually and cooed, “Hurry
up, lover.”

A cowboy nudged Reed. “Ya must be hung like
a bull, mister.”

Reed ignored the man’s crass statement; let
him think what he wanted. But, he did grin because Sissy Rose had
no complaints! He decided one drink would suffice for now and
followed the prostitute up upstairs. She wiggled her hips
provocatively and received a few cat calls and lewd remarks. Reed
knew the men were horsing around at his expense. And, to think most
of them were his friends, some were even hired hands.

He shrugged, the cowboys needed to unwind
after their long trip, he preferred to release his tension in Sissy
Rose’s bed. By the time he entered her room she had slipped out of
her red dress and greeted him wearing only a smile. His own mouth
widened in approval and he unbuckled his gun belt.

“You certainly know how to make a gentleman
feel welcomed.” He swallowed the lump that made is voice
hoarse.

She sashayed over to him and began
unbuttoning his shirt. “I missed ya, handsome.” She licked her
painted lips.

In no time Reed was naked. He scooped her
up, kissing her neck. She was petite with large breasts, too big
for her small frame but he had no complaints with her as she with
him. Placing her on the bed, he buried his face in her cleavage
smelling the rose scented toilet water. Although, he was painfully
swollen, he took his time; those breasts were too sweet not to
suckle on. Sissy Rose moaned and thrashed beneath him and he knew
she was ready.

“Reed,” she gasped breathlessly, grabbed his
buttocks and cried, “take me now!”

He chuckled, “Be patient my hot dessert
flower, we have all night.” He placed kisses down one side of her
rib cage across here belly and up again.

She moaned. “I can’t wait,” she cried.
“Dammit, Reed!”

He lifted his head and grinned. “Okay, you
sweet talker.”

She slapped his backside in frustration.

“Open up my hot flower, here I come.”

Both climaxed quickly, but Reed was not
finished. He let Sissy Rose sleep a spell, and then he made love to
her again. And again in the morning.

“Reed,” she said in a sleepy voice, “why
don’t you want to get married? I’m sure you can have any woman in
the valley.”

He pinched her bottom. “Have you grown tired
of me, darlin’?”

“Phsaw! Of course not. Just curious, you
must be over thirty-five.”

As much as Reed wanted to dally longer, he
leaped out of bed and walked to the basin. Splashing water on his
face, his stubble felt course. “I’m happy with my lot in life,” he
finally answered, not partially delighted with discussing his
private life.

He got dressed. “Marriage is its own living
hell,” he elaborated, a bit gruff. As he buckled on his gun belt,
he continued, “Besides, I’ll miss my hot desert flower.” He slapped
on his hat, walked over to the bed and placed a wad of bills
between her breasts. “See ya soon,” he promised and left
whistling.

The cowboy grinned, a flash of white teeth
in his perpetually tanned face and Sissy Rose smiled, watching his
tight ass as he walked out of the room. His physic was of a younger
man, marveling on how flat he stomach was when she made lazy
circles on his belly. Except for the few gray hairs at his temples,
he could pass for someone in his late twenties; certainly younger
in the sack.

Reed Stone was her favorite lover; tall,
rugged looking from long hours on the range, which leaves one,
admiring the contrast between his periwinkle colored eyes and his
tan complexion. His auburn hair, cut above his color, fell in
natural waves, the envy of every woman. And, if that wasn’t enough,
he was wealthy, generous with his greenbacks and a fantastic lover.
A wonderful catch, but he proclaimed to be a confirmed bachelor,
true and true. She lay back down knowing she could take the week
off with what he paid her. If he only knew she’d bed him for no
payment; only the pleasure. With a fist filled with greenbacks, she
fell asleep.

 


The bar was empty but the room still smelled
of whiskey and unwashed bodies. Reed let himself out the back door
and picked up his horse at the stable. “C’mon Bachelor, it’s time
we mossy along.” He patted his steed’s withers and mounted. At an
easy canter, he rode out of town.

“Hey, boy to you think I’m long in the
tooth? No? I didn’t think so. Hell! I’m still a young man, and very
vital. And happy! Life’s perfect, wouldn’t you say, boy?” He
continued his one sided conversation, and Bachelor whinnied,
nodding his head in agreement. “My ranch is prosperous and I have a
loving whore, what more could a man asked for? Eh?” Bachelor’s
reply was another whinny. He kicked his horse into a fast trot. By
the time he rode through the iron archway, with the name of his
ranch in big gold letters for all to see, the sun just left the
horizon. He worked hard for it, laboring since he was in his early
twenties for an old widower, who became like a father to him.

Old John Smart died unmarried and had named
Reed’s horse Bachelor and had given the colt to him two years
before the old man’s death. He often wondered if maybe a few of the
old John’s notions had rubbed off on him. Maybe, because John’s
fiancée had jilted him with his best friend, his bad mouthing all
women had influenced Reed a bit. But, he remembered his own parents
and all the bitter fights he had witnessed in his youth; the one
reason he left home.

John has been dead now three years, and he
missed the grouchy old man very much. He knew the real John, tough
on the outside, but his heart was soft when it came to Reed. John
ran the ranch with an ion hand, but John was fair. He was
flabbergasted at the reading of the will to learn he had inherited
Freedom Corral, lock, stock, and barrel. But, he shouldn’t have
been, the man had no family. Ridding Bachelor into the barn, he saw
his hired hands already mulling about, readying themselves for
their chores.

“Hey, boss!” he heard and turned.

Bull, named because of his size, no other
explanations needed, stood in the barn’s opening, blocking the
morning sun. Scratching his chest, he drawled, “Me ‘n’ the boys
discovered a few head of cattle missin’ up on the north ridge.” He
twirled a weed between his teeth. “We’re aheadin’ up there now.
Seein’ yer home, we’ll search the range ‘n’ report back.”

Reed removed the saddle. “Thanks Bull. I
trust you and the boys can see to the matter. They probably only
wondered away, but I’ll join you later.” Since Joel was not around,
he began giving Bachelor a good rub down. They boy was probably
down at the swimming hole with his friends. He didn’t need a stable
boy but the lad was motherless and his father was a hired hand on
the ranch, so Reed let him tend the horses after his schooling.

Bull nodded and spit out the weed. He turned
to leave but not before telling Reed that he noticed he could use a
good night’s sleep, judging by the dark skin under his eyes. “That
whore ya sees must be a high spirited filly,” he chuckled.

“Look, I get enough ribbing from the men in
town; I don’t need it from you!” He teased back.

“Okay, boss man.”

Reed pondered over the fact that most soiled
doves wouldn’t sleep with Bull because of his size, unless the big
man paid them double. He didn’t voice that thought. After he gave
his horse a bucket of feed, he went inside the large farmhouse
through the kitchen door. The rumbling in his belly reminded him he
hadn’t eaten since yesterday; he was too busy satisfying another
hunger. No sooner did the screen door slammed close when he
received his usual lecture from his cook and good friend.

“I say it’s ‘bout time ya got home!” snapped
Whiskers.

The man was like an uncle, but nagged Reed
like a fishwife. “Don’t start on me, you cantankerous old man,” he
snapped, but he smiled behind the cook’s back and Whiskers missed
his teasing glance.

Whiskers might have reached five feet, Reed
wasn’t sure, but for his small stature, he was a barrel of
dynamite. His gray facial hairs reached to his chest, and he would
bet a small critter nested in there. He went to the stove and
poured himself a cup of coffee he knew would be waiting for
him.

“Humph! Reed Stone ya better stop imitatin’
old John’s disposition, ‘n’ marry, settle down, it mite improve ya
nature. I’ll rustle ya some grub,” he murmured. “Bacon and eggs,
son? I’m sure ya hungry after spendin’ the night in that woman’s
arms.” He smiled showing off his toothless grin. Reed knew the old
coot knew enough not to call the prostitute a whore aloud that
is.

He sat heavily. “Thanks Whiskers. I need to
ride up to the north ridge. Bull claims a few cows are
missing.”

“Yep. Dang shame.” Whiskers lips smacked
together making a funny noise. Without teeth in his mouth, his lips
caved inward.

He ate his breakfast with gusto, and then
saddled a fresh horse letting Bachelor rest. Lately, too many of
his steers have been missing, and he hated to think it was
rustlers. It had been peaceful in these parts for a spell. Although
raiding Sioux, Crow, Cheyenne and the Blackfoot all claimed this
area as hunting grounds, the natives have left him alone because he
contributed many cows as a good jester to keep peace.

Reed gave the golden mare her lead. As the
horse trotted at an easy pace, he thought about all the changes
that had taken place in the town of Dornix. The coming of the
railroads hurt his town by not stopping here because Dornix was
just below a hill. It was difficult for the trains to stop and then
make a standing start at up a hill, so the tracks went above on the
flat lands and then stop at the foot of the Bozeman Hill. But this
made his town the logical spot for docking ties coming down the
Boulder. His only regret was to see so many trees cut down in the
mountains, and then floated down the creek during spring high
water.

He looked out at the vast Great Plains, the
Crazy Mountains’ jagged summits rise to the North and although the
town of Dornix is surrounded by forests, he was knee-deep in good
grass. Sweet Grassland, and sparking clear water made this country
a predominantly livestock producing region. He took a deep breath
and air scented by sage and pine filled his nostrils. Reed loved it
here no matter how the times were a changing. He couldn’t stop
progress no more than he could stop the sun from rising.

He rode up to Bull, Buddy and Pete. “Any
luck finding ’em?” he asked.

Buddy, who was dwarfed standing beside Bull,
and no feather weight, flipped his cheroot into the air. “Nope!”
Smoked left his mouth along with his words.

“Sorry boss man,” piped up Pete, “nary a
sign of ‘em stinkin’ varmints. We followed cow tracks up ta the
river, and then they were gone.”

Reed leaned on the saddle horn. “We’ll camp
here tonight and a few days. Whiskers will bring the wagon and some
grub. The others will join us also in case we need extra hands.”
The three faces that starred up at him didn’t look too pleased, but
no one verbalized a complaint. He couldn’t blame the men, the
weather was cold at night and the ground was hard even in a bed
roll.

“Sorry boys, but it’s bad enough we lost a
third of the heard from the freezing snows, and the stupid cows
don’t no enough to eat the snow when thirsty, but to have them
taken right from under our noses sticks in my craw.” He felt a
muscle quiver in his jaw and he groused, “This is 1881! The Indians
are peaceful and rustles haven’t hit these parts for years, I can’t
understand what’s happening!”

Reed sat at the campfire a poured himself a
cup of coffee. Learning back, he sipped the liquid, reflected with
some bitterness and gritted his teeth. He’d be damned if he could
figure this

out; but he’d get to the bottom of this if
he had to camp out here all year. He knew that was a foolish
notion, but he didn’t like being made a fool, and someone was doing
a fine job. He would give the damn steers to any body in need, but
to steal them, that was low down.

Son-of-a-bitch…

 



 


TWO

 


 I hope my future lets go of my past.

And all my today’s will tomorrow last.

A new future waits for the children and
me.

In a foreign place across the sea ....

 


 


London.

 


“Sorry, Miss McBride, but ’tis all legal and
binding informed the solicitor again.

Allison saw that Mr. Roche was at the end of
his patience ten minutes ago. The poor man cleared his throat and
forced his voice to remain calm and pleasant. She had her hands
full and he said that he did feel empathy for her, but being a
single male, he claimed children made him nervous, especially the
one touching all his personal things.

“I know you suffered a great loss, but I can
assure you, I’ve tried wiring Duke Stone-brook, your employer’s
brother many times with no reply. I also sent letters, the man
never answered. I’m afraid you’ll have to go abroad to settle the
matter.”

“Are we going to sail to America?” piped up
Charlotte, one of her wards.

“Of course not!” snapped her twin brother,
Tyneal. He sat stiff backed on the bench looking down his thin,
aristocrat nose at his sister. They were not of the same egg, but
they looked identical in coloring and features. And that’s were
their similarity ended. The boy’s eyes held a teasing glint as he
flashed a wicket grin at his sister, and said, “Uncle Reed lives
out in the Wild West where Indians will scalp off that golden
blonde hair of yours.” he taunted.

Charlie gasped and touched a ringlet that
peeked out from under her bonnet. “Oh, Ty, you are so mean to
frighten me.” Her big walnut colored eyes opened wider if possible.
“Miss Alli, tell me he’s tantalizing me,” she whined
plaintively.

Little four years old Luella was busily
roaming the office looking at all the books on the shelves. She was
very inquisitive for her age. “Hey, mistew lawyew, do you have any
books with pictuws? Huh?”

The pencil in his hand suddenly snapped.
“No, please sit with your siblings.”

The two year old girl on her lap squirmed
making Allison also lose what patience she had left. The past three
weeks have been hell for her, and as much as she loved her ward,
they were beginning to get on her nerves. Although, Allison didn’t
have the heart to scold them because they’d recently lost their
parents in a sailing accident, sometimes it was necessary.

She had taken the nanny job at the age of
eighteen and been taking care of Tyneal, Charlotte, Luella and the
baby, Thelma, who was dubbed Tootsie, since birth. The death of
Duncan and Lilly Stonebrook had everyone on edge, understandably
so.

“Children,” she snapped and gave the twelve
year old twins a warning glance. “Please be silent! Luella sit with
Tyneal, and Charlie, hold your sister please. And, no Indians are
going to scalp you.” She gave another threatening look at Tyneal.
“Stop teasing Charlie.” She handed Tootsie to the girl and sighed,
giving the barrister a withering glance. “Sorry, Mr. Roche, but
we’re all under much strain as you well can see for yourself.”

The solicitor nodded and placed the monocle
back on his eye. “Aye, as I was saying. Reed Stonebrook has to be
contacted. He’s now soul heir to his father’s estate, and is the
eldest, the thirteenth duke of Chischester. If he does not return,
Queen Victoria can strip him of his title. I say give the man the
chance to refuse his obligations in person.”

Allison sighed again totally frustrated. As
far as she was concerned, he had his chance. Why should she care
about this Reed chap? According to Duncan, he and his brother never
got along; one of the reasons Reed left many years ago. He was
around the age of twenty, never to be heard of since. If the will
hadn’t stipulated that if the thirteenth duke of Chischester didn’t
take legal adoption of his nephew and nieces and the estate, the
land would go to the second cousin leaving her penniless, she
wouldn’t give a fig.

In order for her to get her share of the
inherence, she had to agree to deliver the children to their uncle.
If only the man hadn’t left England, her chore would be easier.
Besides, taking a ship abroad, she had to travel to Montana to some
one horse town called Dornix. Egad! Was her inheritance worth all
of this? Well, if she didn’t want to starve, aye.

Also, she wanted the children to live with a
relative, as they are accustomed to, by rights.

The boy had all the marking of an
aristocrat; the very portrait of a ducal grandeur more so than his
uncle. It was too bad the lad wasn’t the next in line but, she was
worried about him becoming a snobbish dandy. He was so unlike his
sister who didn’t give a copper penny for titles, balls, social
teas, and the ton.

Charlie (the name she insisted on being
called,) wouldn’t even pick up a needle and thread to learn the art
of embroidery or needle point. Somehow nature had mixed up the two
in the mother’s womb. Nevertheless, she’d miss the children
greatly.

“Miss McBride, I regret the hardship putting
you and the children through, but ‘tis necessary that they be
raised by their uncle. He must return to England to do so or he’ll
lose the estate, wealth, and children, going all to his cousin.
Besides, there’s the responsibility of the servants and his
tenants. If the duke does not return, the little darlings-the man
used that word loosely- will be a ward of the state, and I’m sure
you do not want that to happen.”

Allison winced; she hadn’t thought about the
consequences for the children only her own welfare. She couldn’t
let that happen to them, and asked, “Cannot the cousin take them?”
she inquired hopefully.

“The Earl of Rollins is very old and not
well. He may not live long enough to inherent the Duke’s estate.
Sorry, their only hope is their uncle Reed Stonebrook. His brother
Duncan had the foresight to set aside a large sum of currency for
you to travel, and if you are in need of more funds, wire me. I
wish you luck.” He handed her a draft.

Allison sighed. There was no use in
prolonging the visit and she could see that Mr. Roche had ended
their conversation. Tootsie began wailing, and Allison, her chest
heavy with anxiety, took the baby from Charlie. “Shush, little one,
we are leaving,” she lulled.

 


A week later, Allison and her charges walked
up the plank into a steamer. The solicitor had purchase a nice
stateroom for them, but it was tight. She, Charlie, and Tootsie
shared the bunk, while Tyneal slept in the hammock overhead with
Luella.

The first day out was enjoyable. She was
invited to sit with the captain, who showered her with compliments.
Charlie was excited, while her brother sat with a long face,
unhappy to be traveling abroad. Luella scampered about, quite
intrigued with everything and Tootsie had no opinion at all, but
did look with awe at the waters below when they walked outside.

The second day, waters turned rocky and
Allison got seasick. Charlie took over the chore of mothering.
Thank goodness the children fared better than she. The captain came
to visit but she was too sick, and smelly to see him. He sent food
to the cabin, but the aroma only revolted her stomach more. The
captain took pity on her and entertained her ward as she slept.
Finally, with nothing left in her stomach, she began to feel
better. He suggested she sit in the middle of the ship and to eat a
little. Eventually, Allison was well enough to keep food down and
was very grateful for his help.

 


Allison knew it wouldn’t last. After a week
the novelty of the trip was wearing off. The twins, who bickered
naturally, were at each other’s throats, relentlessly.

“You’re such a stuff shirt, Ty.” Charlie
stuck out her little pink tongue.

He stiffened his spine and notched his chin
up a few more inches. “I’m an aristocrat, as you, and I know my
place.” His brown eyes warred with his sister‘s. “For someone
sharing the same womb, you are certainly different than me.” His
raised nose flared.

Charlie did a little chin rising of her own,
and rebuked, “How droll! Prudish toad!” She pursed her lips.
“Please do not remind me of how we shared mother’s belly! You’re a
snobbish prick.” She folded her arms across her budding chest.

Allison pinched the bridge of her nose
trying her best not to get another headache.

“Children please,” she said in a small
furious voice. “You are what you are, so stop arguing over it. Each
one of you is unique, and stop talking about you mother’s abdomen.
If you wake Tootsie, I’ll not be pleased. Now go out and enjoy the
fresh air and make sure you hold Luella’s hand. You know how she
can get into mischief.”

She brought her hand to her temple which had
begun to throb mercilessly. As if on cue, the baby stirred and
fussed. Allison sighed in frustration. How many more weeks could
she survive this? A knock on the door brought her out of her
thoughts. “Aye,” she answered.

“Sorry to disturb you, ma’am, it’s Captain
Charles Parker.”

Tyneal opened the door. “Sir,” he bowed out
of respect but she knew the boy did not like Captain Charles. He
ruffled Tyneal’s blond hair. “Hello son,” he said missing the lad’s
annoyed looked, but Allison did.

“Hellooo, Captain,” smiled Charlie. The girl
liked him. She told Allison that she thought the captain was nice
and good looking, but too old for her; she believed at least forty.
That comment almost made her laugh.

“Hello, Charlotte,” he pulled a ringlet and
winked.

“Call me Charlie,” she prompted.

“Mmmm,” he pulled at his mustache. “Won’t
that be confusing? Besides, Charlotte is much prettier and more
feminine.”

Allison could see that the girl was thinking
about his words and dimpled. Before she could reply, Tyneal tugged
at her arm. “Come, let’s go top side, brat!” Luella smiled and
waved before Charlie grabbed her sister’s hand. “Let’s go Lu before
our brother pop’s a blood vessel.”

“Bye, mistew captain,” Luella waved.

“No leaning over the railing,” the captain
warmed lightly. He turned and smiled pleasantly at Allison. “Are
you still feeling ship shaped?” He laughed at his own pun.

Allison was appreciated for all the captain
had done for her, but she was uncomfortable in his presence. She
believed he was trying to court her, and she wasn’t the least bit
interested. In fact, she was considered an old maid by standards.
She was happy with her life and was not interested in marrying now
or in the future.

After living with a brutal and drunken
father, she had vowed to die before she’d let herself be beaten
again by an overbearing man. He was the reason her mother ran away,
leaving her with the monster. At seventeen she left and worked for
the Stonebrook’s. Living with a loving couple was heaven for her,
but she knew not too many men were like her employer, Master
Duncan.

“I’m fine, thank you, sir,” she became
uncomfortable realizing she had been lost in thought.

The captain picked up the fussing child,
placing her on his lap; she was sure for appearance sake only. A
sniveling brat was not something any man enjoyed but she gave him
credit, he feigned patience and bounced the child on his knee.
Tootsie tried grabbing at his mustache with her pudgy wet hands,
and he did his best to avoid them acting as if he were not
annoyed.

He smiled falsely. “Please, call me Charles
and you are looking better, my dear.”

I’m not your dear, or anything. Allison was
also a pro at pretending and could see though his facade. She had
to bite her inner cheek to keep from laughing at him. “Thank you,
sir, um Captain Charles.” She smiled sweetly, but was very
uncomfortable. Nervously she wiped Tootsie’s drooling mouth with
the hem of her dress. “I need to feed her lunch,” she informed
him.

“You must have read my mind. I took the
liberty to have a tray of food delivered to your cabin by my first
mate, Marty. If you will allow me, I’d like to have him watch your
ward. Also I’d like for you to dine with me in my cabin
tonight.”

Thanks, but no thanks, were on the tip of
her tongue but she swallowed the words. The voyage was unpleasant
enough with quarrelsome and fussing children, she didn’t want to
add to her burden with an annoyed captain. As an after though, a
night away from the children wouldn’t be so bad, she mussed. Again,
she smiled pleasantly.

“Thank you, you are very kind but I wish you
wouldn’t go out of your way. I’m sure a man in your position with a
ship to run is very busy and I hate taking up all your time.”

He replied cajoling. “My dear, please do not
concern yourself with my duties. You brightened up my day and I
have a pleasant evening planned.”

Allison didn’t miss the twinkle in his gray
eyes, and she wondered now if this was a good idea. She’d be alone
with a man she hardly knew, and no chaperon. She frowned, her
headache was settling in the back of her head and she pondered if
maybe she should use it as an excuse but she believed it wouldn’t
make any difference. He can be very persuasive.

“Are you well? I see you are rubbing your
temples. Do you have a headache?” he asked. “I have to believe that
your wards are the cause of your pain, I have heard them quibble a
lot.”

Allison had to bit her cheek seeing the
little tike on his lap drooling over his hand. The poor man looked
as if he wanted nothing better then to dump the child into her lap,
but said instead, “Can I get you something,” he asked. Just then to
add to his repulsiveness, the baby dirtied her diaper emitting a
foul odor. Tootsie was practically thrown into her arms.

“Err, Miss McBride, I do have important
matters to attend to. I’ll send my first mate to fetch you at
eight.” He left like a whirlwind making Allison giggle. Picking up
Tootsie, she kissed its little chipmunk cheeks and said, “Thank you
sweetheart for saving the day.”

The baby blew bubbles out of her bow mouth.
Allison believed Tootsie should be toilet trained by now, but with
the passing of her parents, the child seemed to fight her every
time she tried. It was too exhausting with all the other duties
that she let it slid for now. She made a mental note to make sure
the child was trained before she headed back to London, certain
that her uncle wouldn’t have the foggiest notion on how to do that
or even cared.

Fifteen minutes later, the first mate
knocked and she called him into the cabin. He walked in with the
try of food that was promised. Tyneal and Charlie followed.

“Where is Lu?” gasped Allison. The twins
gave each other a puzzled look.

Panicking, Allison’s voice rose to a shrill.
“Dear God, did she fall overboard?”

Never loss for words, Charlie and Tyneal
gaped at one another for an unnerving moment, and then Charlie
found her voice. “I though Tyneal was watching her.”

“Me?” he groused. “You were holding her
hand.”

Allison‘s innards tightened. “Stay here!”
She ran from the cabin; fear like she’d never known was suffocating
her.

 



 


THREE


Sugar and spice, little girls are, they
say…

And they can steal your very heart away.

 


 


Awhile back, Luella had slipped way from her
siblings when they were arguing over a trivial matter and knocked
on the captain’s door.

“Come in,” the command behind the barrier
ordered in a gruff voice.

It was open a crack, so she pushed it aside
and peeked in. He was behind the desk, looking busy. Captain
Charles glanced up and frowned. “What are you doing about the ship
alone, err, Luella, is it?”

She nodded and skipped up to his desk “Got
boawed.”

“What?” he said. She shrugged and leaned
against the desk, her head barely reaching the top, so she took the
intuitive, climbed onto a chair and sat like a lady, folding her
hands in her lap. “What’cha doing?” She smiled. She liked showing
her two missing front teeth.

The captain frowned and asked, “How did you
lose your teeth so early?”

Another shrug. “Tootsie kicked them out when
I stood in fwont of hew highchaiw.”

The captain scratched his head. “You have a
hard time pronouncing your R’s, I see.”

“Oh!” Her eyes grew larger with wonder.
“What’s that?” She pointed to a jar on his desk.

“Luella!?”

Allison appeared at the door jam breathless.
“You scared me half to death!” Flustered, she came in gulping air
to refill her lungs and kneeled by the chair. She hugged the girl,
then waved a naughty finger under Luella’s nose and reprimanded
her. “You know you should not go about the boat unattended.”

“Sowwy, Alli.” Her eyes misted and Allison
feeling foolish sighed. How could she stay mad at such a sad
expression? As long as the child was safe, nothing else mattered.
She turned and apologized to the captain for the interruption.

“It’s all right, Miss Allison.” His mouth
lifted at the corners. At least he tried to smile.

“Look!” Luella quickly changed the subject
off herself. Allison believed the tyke probably didn’t see what all
the commotion was about. “The captain has a spidew in a jaw.”

Charles cleared his throat. “It’s a
tarantula, little one”

Luella’s eyes grew wider. “A tawantula?”

“It’s a spider with hair,” he
elaborated.

“Oh, does it bite?”

“Not if you don’t provoke it,” he
informed.

“Pwovoke it?”

“Now dear,” said Allison, “you must not
bother the nice---”

“It’s all right, Miss Allison,” he
interrupted and opened the jar. “Do you want to hold it?”

Luella looked up at the captain, followed by
an expression of deep thought before her face went bright with
curiosity. “Can I?”

Allison wasn’t at ease with the idea of that
creepy bug on the child but she knew the girl wouldn’t relent.
Reluctantly, she nodded but rose and stepped back a safe distance.
Captain Charles placed it on the small outstretched palm. The
tarantula rubbed two furry legs together then crawled onto Luella’s
wrist making the child squeal and giggle.

“Oh, he tickles.”

“She,” he enlightened Luella.

“How do you know it’s a she?” she continued
her giggling.

He looked at Allison and grinned sheepishly.
“Well, I don’t actually but it was the cabin’s boys pet and he
called it Tula, so I assumed---”

“Hello, Tula,” Luella cooed then bravely
petted its back. “Can I keep hew?”

Allison gasped. “Well, see,” was all she
could promise.

Luella pouted at that unsatisfactory answer.
The girl was indeed a master a producing a dog-gone look.

“Aw, pleeeease.”

“Lu! You must not be so forward. I’m sure
the nice captain loves his pet and.…”

He held up his hand. “No, she’s welcome to
Tula.”

“Oh, Goody,” beamed Luella.

He whispered, “I hate it and was going to
throw the damn thing into the ocean anyway.”

Alison gasped. Luckily the child was too
occupied with the ugly thing to have heard the man. She rubbed her
arms feeling all creepy. That child could be pretty domineering for
a four year old. “What does it eat?” she asked curiously.

“I gather it eats other bugs,” replied the
captain.

Allison sighed. “Well I guess since it does
not need much nourishment, ‘twill be fine.” But it wasn’t fine.

“I let it lose once a day and she always
returns,” he offered. “But you must keep the lid tight because it
can be tricky escape artist, so I’ve been told,” he warned.

“How can it bweath?” asked Luella
concerned.

Captain Charles showed her the lid. “That’s
the reason for the tiny holes. Now, my cabin boy knew a lot about
these spiders and claimed that Tula shouldn’t be left in the bright
light, and should be kept in a dark area of a room.” He put it back
into the jar and screwed the lid with a genuine smile telling
Allison that he was glad to be rid of the hairy creature.

“Will not Ty and Chawlie be envious,” Luella
chirped happily, hugging her very own pet. Allison rolled her eyes
doubtfully.

 


Allison sponged off her body when the baby
and Luella napped and the twins were told to stay outside for
awhile. She retrieved a dress from the trunk frowning at the
wrinkles, but what was she to do? Laying the garment on the bed,
she did her best to smooth them out. It was a simple cotton gown;
there was no need for her to have fancy silk or satin gowns since
she never attended galas. It would have to do. She put it on when a
rap on the cabin door caught her attention. Assuming it was the
twins she opened it but was surprised to see the first mate
standing there with an armful of green material.

“Sorry to disturb you miss, but the captain
sent me with this for you to wear this evening.” He trusted it into
her unsuspecting hands and left before she could utter a word.
Bewildered, Allison stared at the garment, and then she wondered
where the captain had gotten it or why. Better yet, who was it for?
Certainly not her. She held it up to her body, amazed that it was
her size. Oh, it was the most beautiful gown she had ever seen.
Fine embroidery across the bodice and puffed sleeves, slim waist
with pearl buttons down the back. She shouldn’t accept it, but she
knew she couldn’t refuse it either. For one night, she would be a
princess.

The door flew open and Tyneal, Charlie and
Luella entered. The older girl took one look at the gown lying on
the bed and gasped with delight. “Oh, Miss Alli, where did you get
that?” She picked it up and held it against her small body,
twirling and sailing around the cabin as if her feet were on
ice.

“Pwetty,” offered Luella and sat on the
floor.

Tyneal snorted. “She probably got it from
the captain,” he snickered with certainty. “That man only wants to
get into your bloom---”

“Tyneal!” snapped Allison. “That kind of
talk is not becoming a young man.”

He had the mind to look ashamed and she knew
the words had somehow tumbled out of his mouth without his
conscience permission. She didn’t now why Tyneal didn’t like the
captain, and did not hide misfiling, he apologized just the same.
Besides, he was old enough to suspect the captain had un-gentlemen
motives, as did she.

His sister had other ideas. “Oh, how
wonderful! Salty, the first mate told us that you’ll be dining with
Captain Charles at eight. I’m soooo excited for you, Alli.”

It honestly showed on her face and Allison
sighed. “I’m not sure I should go.”

“Oh, nay, you must!” cried Charlie.

“I think she should
refuse,” piped up Tyneal. “He has shifty eyes.”

“Oh, phooey!” rebuked his sister. “You’re
always finding fault with people. You better learn to start
lowering you high and mighty standards, or you will never find a
wife.” She rolled her brown eyes and giggled. “I can see it now.
She’s to plain. She’s too skinny. She’s not royalty enough. She’s
this and she’s that. No one will be good enough for you and I pity
the poor woman who is.”

Tyneal balled his fists and tersely replied,
“Well, let me tell you something, missy. You better higher you
standards or you’ll be wed with a commoner!”

“Ha!” Charlie snapped back. “He would
probably be better than a snooty chit.”

Allison, who had finally got rid of her
headache sensed another coming on and heaved a soul-weary sigh.
“Children! Must you bicker so?” She took the gown from the girl and
then groaned hearing Tootsie start to cry. “Now see what you’ve
done.” Her shoulder’s seemed to have slumped a tad more. “Ty, take
her on deck while I dress. And please don’t let the baby crawl
about. Charlie you will do my hair. I must try and wash it
first.”

Charlie picked up the fussing baby and
handed her to her brother.

“Go, and come back in thirty minutes,”
ordered Allison. “The first mate, Salty as you call him, will be
here with your supper soon.” She practically pushed the boy out of
the compartment.

Luella who had been quiet up to now asked,
“What are shifty eyes?”

“What?” chorused Allison and Charlie?

“Ty said the captain had shifty eyes.”

Allison groaned and Charlie giggled and
said, “Pay no attention to Ty, Lu. You know how big brothers can
be.”

That answer seemed to suffice and the child
nodded.

 


Thirty minutes later, Charlie clapped her
hands with delight. “Oh, Miss Alli, you looked so beautiful.”

“Aye,” agreed Luella. “You look pwetty.”

Allison was very uncomfortable in the dress
no matter how lovely it was. It was a bit too low cut for her,
never having her bosoms showing before. Her face heated knowing she
was blushing under Charlie’s scrutiny. Subconsciously, Allison
tugged at the bodice but when she let out her breath, it went back
to its natural state.

Charlie snickered. “Stop that, you have very
nice breasts and a deep cleavage. I hope some day to have them
too.” She looked down at her budding chest and shrugged. Then
gazing up she saw that her remakes only made the nanny’s face
redden more.

Poor, Alli, thought Charlie, the woman never
had a pretty gown and never received compliments.

But, she was a rare beauty, and Charlie
often wondered why Alli never married. But she knew that the nanny
devoted all her time to her wards and in her spare time she read,
never venturing out by herself. Her only hobby was the Stonebrook’s
rose garden. A tear escaped when she thought of her parents but
grateful for Alli. She loved the woman as if she were an older
sister.

Thirty-five minutes later Tyneal walked in
and gave their nanny a low whistle saying he’d never seen her look
so beautiful. Charlie had put her fiery red hair was put into a
chignon, with whips of hairs over her ears. Then her brother’s gaze
fell to her low cut dress and quickly averted his eyes back to her
face. She saw the stupefied look on her brother’s face, and then
noticed how it reddened. Oh, how she wanted to tease him but she
bit her tongue not wanting to upset Alli. She was certain Tyneal
had suddenly matured into a man by the way he quickly sat with
Tootsie on his lap. So the royal pain in the ass is human after
all. She couldn’t wait to get him alone to pay him back.

Allison thanked Tyneal for the compliment
but wondered why he looked so flustered; it had to be the low cut
bodice. Well, she was dressed now and had to get used to the peers
she knew she’d get from the men as she was escorted to the
captain’s quarters That notion no sooner left her mind when there
came a rap on the door. Marty entered and she received the same
mirrored look on his face as appeared on the boy’s. No way in hell
was she going to get used that reaction! He escorted her to Captain
Charles’ door then left to baby sit the children.

Although the two oldest had balked, saying
that they were old enough to care for themselves, Allison had
argued with them that Marty was bringing diner and that the captain
insisted the first mate stay with them. He must have known he’d
need entertainment because he had brought along a game of checkers.
Tyneal preferred chess, but Charlie would play with the sailor.

Here, at the captain’s door, Allison
hesitated for a moment before raising her hand to tap, but the door
swung opened to startle her. “Oh!” She gasped and step back.

He smiled and took her hand, kissing the
palm. “My dear, you are a vision in green. I knew it was the
perfect dress for you,” he said in a conciliatory manner.

Allison so wanted to inquire to why he had
it when he answered her thoughts.

“My sister is your size and I often return
from trips with gowns for her.” He turned her around like a may
pole and stated, “On you, my
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