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ONE

 


 Look Out Don Quixote And Pauline.

 


Fear, stark and vivid made her heart pound
double time!

The ground trembled beneath her quivering
body.

Where is he?

Her hero?

Her perfect hero?

He had come to rescue her many times before
but this time, she had her doubts. Sheer fright swept through her.
No! Her fears were premature. He would come.

But then… could she be sure?

The answer was easy; all she had to do was
will him and he’d be there. It was panic making her doubtful.
Hurry!

Her hands and ankles tied securely made her
painfully aware of the danger she was in. Turning her head, the
cold rusted tracks bruised her neck. The shrill of a whistle caused
her heart to turn to ice. The only other warning of the peril she
was in was the puff of smoke appearing as the iron monster roared
around the bend.

She tried to scream but her throat was as
parched as an old leather bag. Her stomach knotted as her mind
flirted with hope and fear. Eyes squeezed tight, she didn’t want to
face death but moments later, she bravely opened them in one last
display of courage. Sweat burned inside her lids clouding her
vision. She blinked. Something was in the distance.

Her hero was coming!

A wave of relief swept through her as she
watched with loving anxiety her hero riding atop the white
stallion, Sea Foam. Both man and beast was magnificent racing
alongside the train. The color of the clear blue sky seemed dull in
comparison to the blue of his eyes. Angles

must have spun gold moonbeams for his hair
and God had to be in a generous mood when he molded the clay to
form her perfect hero. He had to be the handsomest man in the
universe!

Hurry, her heart begged.

Hurry!

Hurry!

The ground convulsed. The horrible shrill of
the whistle filled the air. Man and train were neck and neck. She
nearly swooned with joy as the ropes began to loosen and her body
being swept up into strong arms. The choking train sped by with a
roar as she clung to her savior.

Cinders and choking dust whirled about her.
She dared not open her eyes until the danger passed. When she
thought it was safe, she looked into his smiling eyes that gleamed
above a roguish smile. His blond hair fell around his strong,
bronzed face.

“What took you so long?” she bristled.

“Well, ma’am,” he drawled and quirked a brow.
“There were Indians and stampedin’ long horns, and, oh yes, a stage
coach under attack by bandits along the way. Ya know bein’ a hero
keeps me busy.”

She giggled. “Well, thank you my handsome
hero.”

“My pleasure little princess,” his smooth
voice did things to her equilibrium.

She blinked at his endearing comment, then
fingering the Silver Star on his chest, she said, “I see you are a
sheriff. Nice badge.”

Her hero frowned and corrected her, “Marshal,
ma’am.”

“Oh, excuse me, Marshal,” she blushed
slightly and closed her eyes, savoring the thrill of being in his
strong arms.

“Bethany Ann Graham!”

“Mmmm,” she snuggled closer. “Yes?”

“Bethany? Toni?!”

She blinked. “Huh?”

“Child, are you woolgathering again?”

“Whack!”

Miss Campbell cracked the ruler against the
desk.

Toni jumped her mind not yet back in the
school room.

“You will stay after class again and every
day until you start paying attention, young lady!”

She didn’t have to look to know all eyes were
on her. Toni cast her gaze down and bit a thumbnail. “Yes, ma’am,”
she muttered. She was intensely humiliated and she prayed the shame
that filled her did not show on her face. But, horse dung! She was
bored.

Miss Campbell sighed frustrated, and Toni
knew it was because of her. Well, she cared not. And she cared even
less that the teacher said that she was a problem child. Bah, she
was only thirteen, and was the eldest of her classmates and she was
also the smartest, when she put her mind to her lesson. A tomboy,
through she constantly fantasized about a blond-god, she called her
perfect hero. The man she claimed she would marry some day.

“Humph!” Miss Campbell whacked the ruler
against her palm, still intimidating Toni with a cold glare.

“Children, you can go, Toni you stay!” The
class snickered but her teacher ignored it.

“Au jeeze,” Toni pouted and slouched into her
chair.

“Watch your mouth, young lady. And sit up
straight!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Again, she’ll have to submit
herself to the same old lecture.

As the classmates scrambled out, her teacher
reminded them to study their times tables. This caused a round of
moans and grumbles but it quickly turned into laughter and screams
of relief once outside the little school house.

“Now, young lady.”

Miss Campbell fell into a chair and leaned
back crossing her arms over her flat chest. Toni rolled her eyes.
Oh, oh, here it comes.

“I want you to tell me what you were
daydreaming about this time.” She spoke with a desperate firmness
conveying her annoyance. Toni opened her mouth but Miss Campbell
raised her hand to silence her and she sighed. “No, never mind!
Your silly fantasies no longer interest me. Where do you get such
impractical notions?”

Again Toni’s answer was stopped when the hand
was raised, along with a shaking of her head. Miss Campbell blew
angrily at a wisp of her mousy brown hair that had loosened from
the knot at the base of her neck. Stubbornly, it fell back on her
face and she swiped at it again. Toni got the feeling it was her
that Miss Campbell wanted to smack and she pouted, wishing the
teacher would make up her mind.

Miss Campbell emitted a loud sigh. “Does your
sister know you read trashy ten cent novels? Probably not,” she
answered her own query. “If you sister permitted this then Cynthia
Graham wasn’t being a good role model. Or substitute mother for
you, young Lady!”

Toni made no move to answer, it was one thing
to reprimand her but her sister! That was another matter! What was
the use, Miss Campbell wouldn’t give her a chance to speak. And,
besides, she’d only dig herself in deeper if she defended her
sibling. Miss Campbell sighed dramatically. You’d think she’d be
out of steam by now, thought Toni.

“Your mother is probably turning over in her
grave,” she continued her one sided conversation, making Toni groan
inwardly. She would’ve liked to tell her teacher to leave her
sister and her mother out of this, but again she knew that she was
in enough hot water as it was. It was also on the tip of her tongue
to tell her that they were Cynthia’s novels, but she didn’t want
Miss Campbell to know that. Toni wouldn’t put it past the old maid
to come to the farm and tell her pa the truth. Sucks, her dime
novels were her only salvation.

“Well, I’m sending you home with a note to
give to your sister. And see that she gets it or I’ll be paying
your pa a visit.”

I thought so.

The irate teacher pushed herself to a
standing position and groused, “Romance novel indeed! Hero’s bah!”
The tensing of her jaw betrayed her deep frustrations. “There’s no
such species as heroes riding white horses, saving damsels in
distress; maybe in books but never in real life.” She shook her
head and impatiently shuffled through some papers. “And, remember,
your time tables.”

She didn’t look up so Toni secretly stuck out
her tongue. I know them backward, so there! Her mouth tightened,
she kept her words to herself and fought the impulse to tell the
old spinster that if she had a man in her life, she might think
differently. Old prune! A wave of Miss Campbell’s hand was a
gesture of dismissal.

Toni took the short cut through the woods,
grumbling to herself. “I may only be fourteen but I bet I know more
about romance than that spinster Campbell. Bah! Oh, mama, I bet
you’re not turning over in your grave because I’ve seen you read
ten cent novel a few times. Maybe I should slip one on my teacher’s
desk, spice up her life,” she grinned mischievously. Upon hearing
laughter, coming from the direction of the pond she snapped back
into the present. It would be a waste of a good romance novel to
give it to Miss Campbell, she told herself.

Assuming the boys were taking their daily dip
in the swimming hole a wicked smile lit up her face. A naughty
notion had crossed her mind many times before, but fearing
repercussions, she ignored the devil in her. Not today. As long as
she was in hot water already she might as well make it worth her
while. Those boys were always ogling and teasing her because she
had developed before the other girls her age. Ha! She’d fix
them.

Toni peeked over the foliage and scanned the
area. Sure enough, there they were skinny dipping. Scrawny, pink
fleshed little monsters, splashing and hooting with merriment.
Tippy-toeing, she gathered all their belongings and clenched her
jaw tight preventing her from giggling.

“Hey!” one, yelled, “look! Toni’s taking our
clothes! Someone get her!”

She turned around to see Charles shouting. He
stood a head over the other boys, bigger in the size department and
smaller in the brains department.

“I’m not going after her in my birthday suit,
you moron!” he yelled.

“Me neither,” cried another.

Now she was laughing. “Serves you right, you
snot nose boys. Next time you’ll think twice about funning me.” She
struck out her tongue. “Pffft.”

Charles started coming out of the water.
“I’ll beat the friggin’ crap out of you, with or without my
clothes!”

Oh, now she’s done it. Would he dare? Oops,
he dared.

She turned to run, because she knew if he
caught her he’d definitely hurt her. He was strong and older than
the others. Dropping the clothes, Toni ran, not daring to look back
in fear he was on her tail. So frightened her head was buzzing, but
the sound was not in her skull but coming from above. She took a
chance and glanced up spotting a bee hive. Quickly, she searched
for a long branch and luckily she found the perfect weapon. A
couple of swats and angry bees swarmed around just as Charles came
up the trial.

Hurriedly, Toni dropped the branch and ran
for dear life and she didn’t have to turn to see. His yelps and
screams were enough to tell her he had run right into the angry
insects. She laughed all the way out of the woods and into the dirt
road, and then she sat on a large rock and closed her eyes to catch
her breath.

“Tsk, tsk, shame on you little one,” a deep
voice scolded.

“Oh! You startled me.” She shaded her eyes
and looked up. “You saw me?”

Her hero sat atop his white stallion as it
pranced and snorted. “You know I’m always watching you, you do have
a way of getting into trouble. It wasn’t bad enough I had to rescue
you again this afternoon, but you go and look for more
mischief.”

He clucked his tongue at her again making
Toni feel warm.

“I know I was wrong, but horse dung...err,
feathers, they’re a pain in my, um, backside.”

Her hero chuckled. “Boys will be boys.”

She snorted. “Yeah, but ...” She shrugged. “I
bet you were a perfect little boy.”

Sea Foam side stepped and snorted, nodding
his head in compliance.

“See, your beautiful horse agrees with
me.”

“Now you stay out of trouble, Toni.”

“Toni?”

“Toni?!”

She opened her eyes. “Huh?”

“Are you woolgathering again?” asked her good
friend Susan Cole pushing her glasses up nose. Susan folded her
arms across her undeveloped chest with a stance any mother would
give her naughty child, with a lecture forthcoming. “I waited for
you but you disappeared, so I suspected you went through the woods.
You know you’re not supposed to go in there. The boys are always
skinny dipping after school.”

Her big eyes seemed to cross when she looked
down her nose at Toni.

“Bah! They don’t own the pond,” she hissed.
“Anyway, who cares about naked boys, they’re not much to look
at.”

The glasses slide down the girl’s freckled
nose again when she blinked, making Toni giggle.

“Yeah, I was there and Charles came after me.
For a big kid his, um, his pee wee, is itsy bitsy.” She put her
thumb and finger about an inch apart to demonstrate then held her
side in a fit of cackling. Susan’s chin rested on her small chest.
It took her friend some time to remember to close her mouth before
she swallowed a fly. “You should have seen their faces when I
swiped their clothes and....” Her voice ragged with humor, she
didn’t think her friend could look more shocked.

“You didn’t?” Susan was astounded but then
her lips began to tremble as if she was trying her darnest not to
laugh, but she failed and burst out in giggles also.

Toni stood and wiped her teary eyes. “That’s
not all,” she confessed in hysterics.

Susan raised her hand. “Please, I’d rather
not know.”

“Okay, but it will put you in stitches.”

She pushed her glasses up, “Okay, spill
it.”

After Toni told all, they laughed all the way
to the fork in the road where they parted.

“Can’t wait until Monday!” Susan yelled over
her shoulder.

“Yeah, me neither,” Toni fibbed. She was in
deep horse dung!

Toni was in no hurry to get home, though she
knew her big sister was waiting for her to help prepare supper. It
would be a poor meal, mostly vegetable soup from the garden. Oh,
well, some day she’d leave this place and....

A thunder clap broke into her thoughts making
her hurry along. She prayed for rain to help her father’s lettuce
crop grow. She just made it to the porch as the first large drop of
rain fell on her head. The back screen door slammed. “How many
times have I told you not to do that?” barked her sister.

Toni peeked into the pot her Cynthia was
stirring and frowned, ignoring the question she had heard so
often.

“How was your day?” asked Cynthia, poking
Toni away from their supper. “It’s the same thing every afternoon.
Door slamming, nose poking in the pot, but soon I’ll be married and
things will be different.”

Toni received a scowl from her sister but she
merely shrugged, and murmured, “The usual.” She turned to avoid her
sister’s look of doubt.

Cynthia remained quiet, not wanting to
discuss anything before supper, fearing they’d have another
argument in front of their father. She was not willing to make him
angrier; he never came in from the fields in a very good mood. She
peeled potatoes and told Toni to scrape the carrots. They worked in
silence which was uncharacteristic for her younger sibling. Toni,
who normally chattered away like a magpie was silent and she
suspected her sister was hiding something.

She loved her little sister, but the girl was
a handful ever since their mother died. Cynthia looked at her
chipped nails and hands red from doing manual labor in the house
and out in the fields. The lettuce crop wasn’t good this year
because of the drought and her father drank more and more. She
sighed, anxious for her wedding day to arrive but she hated leaving
Toni behind. Maybe things will be better since her in-laws were
very wealthy. Surely, her future husband would help her pa and
sister. It wasn’t easy being poor, but she believed things would
get better and she thought, if only she could take her sister with
her, but Toni had to stay with their pa. The young girl would
survive; she was a strong minded female, maybe too stubborn.

After supper, Toni helped clean the dishes.
Cynthia had a feeling her little sister was stalling and fretting
about something, she seemed to be plying with her peas. Whatever it
was Toni would wait until bedtime. Their father usually got sloshed
after dinner, retire early and she would read the Bible, and then
joined her sister in their room.

 


Toni handed Cynthia the letter after her
sister undressed and combed out her hair. She was grateful that
Cynthia brushed it a hundred times nightly; it gave her a slight
reprieve.

Cynthia’s auburn brows pinched as she read
Miss Campbell’s note. Toni sat on the edge of the bed watching her
beautiful, older sibling pace the small room, digesting her
teacher’s words. She envied Cynthia’s beauty. She was of medium
height, and her figure was curving and regal. Her skin was milky in
color and her hair was glowing, reddish brown that hung in long
graceful curls over her slim shoulders. Her eyes were like
turquoise stones and her facial bones were delicately carved; her
mouth faintly rosy.

Cynthia’s exquisite looks only made Toni feel
like an ugly duckling in comparison. Again, she hated the fact
that, although thin, her breasts were budding faster than her
sister’s and Cynthia was already eighteen. Toni wanted to bind
them, hating the looks boys gave her and the sneering remarks of
the girls.

It wasn’t her fault. Her pa said she’d
probably take after her ma and someday have a figure that would
drive men crazy. Well, she wanted to be like her sibling and didn’t
care a wit what men liked. Pshew! She only wanted to please one
man, her hero!

Cynthia stopped pacing and sat on the bed,
her expression growing more serious by the minute. Toni smiled
blandly at her glum-faced sister.

“Sweetheart, this daydreaming has to stop.”
Cynthia’s finger touched her arm with gentle authority. “You’re not
a child anymore and pretending all the time is unhealthy. You’ll be
fifteen soon, a young lady and it’s time to act your age.”

“But---”

“No buts, I had to beg pa to let you go to
school. You’re very smart and learn your lessons easily, not like
me. Do you want to work the fields like I do?”

“But---”

“But isn’t a sentence! Look, sweetheart, I
want better for you.”

“But….” Toni smothered a groan and overlooked
Cynthia’s condescending remark even though her sister treated her
like a child. She sighed dramatically, “Cindy, school bores me and
I know all I need to know. Anyway, you not finishing school didn’t
hinder your future. In six months you’re marrying a very wealthy
rancher and moving away from this God forsaken land.”

Cynthia hugged her. “Aw, baby, it was just
luck I met David Wojciechouski when he delivered some of his
father’s horses to our neighbor, Jim Braid. It was only by chance I
was at the ranch visiting my friend, Kathy that day.” She sighed,
dreamily. “It was love at first sight. But dear, that’s a rare
occurrence,” she commented firmly.

Toni bit her lip and looked away feeling
uneasy. She wouldn’t… no couldn’t tell her sister she had a crush
on her future brother-in-law; that he was her model for the hero.
Yes, she envied Cynthia, the young lady had everything she wished
and dreamed about. So Cynthia couldn’t see the guilty look on her
face, she walked over to the window and peered out.

“I hate it here,” she said in a grudging
tone, then swallowed hard and turned. “It’s boring. Everything in
my life is boring.” She folded her arms across her chest and
snorted, “Ma died trying to help pa with the farm. We’re nothing
but sod busters, trying to grow a healthy crop of lettuce and for
what! Rabbit food? We’re dirt poor, damn it all!”

She spat out the words bitterly and didn’t
miss seeing her sister stiffen or see the annoyance cross Cynthia’s
lovely features upon hearing her angry words. Now regretting her
outcry, she turned back and pouted. “My fantasies keep me from
going crazy. I have only them to live for.” Her words fogged up the
window pane and she lazily drew a heart in the moisture. “Your
romance novels take me away from reality and... Oh, horse poop! I’m
going to be fifteen in two weeks,” she cried.

“Aw, honey, that’s just it, you’re not a baby
no more and it is only make believe. You must live in the real
world not fantasies. Look, if you promise not to sit in school
woolgathering, I’ll not stop you from reading my books. What do you
say?”

Toni sighed heavily. What choice was she
given? Those books were her only salvation.

She agreed.

And she kept her promise.

 



 


TWO




Growing Pains

 


When the day of the wedding arrived, Toni and
her good friend Susan were sitting on a hammock watching all the
activity that was going on. Cynthia’s future in-laws had insisted
on paying for the whole affair. Her pa had no objections. It was
either that or Cynthia’s wedding would have not amounted to much,
considering her pa couldn’t pay for a hill of beans, much less an
elaborate wedding. They blinked in awe seeing people arrive with
food, flowers, tables and chairs. Musicians came with their
instruments an hour before and were tuning up.

“Shouldn’t you be upstairs getting ready?”
inquired Susan. Her friend’s eyes were focused on the plush buggy
that had just pulled onto the dirt driveway. “Wow! Would y-you look
at t-that!” Her voice broke in her excitement.

Toni’s own eyes widened. “It must be Cindy’s
in-laws! The Wojciechouski’s.”

Susan giggled, “The Wojcie...? That’s a mouth
full.” Peals of laughter came up from her throat.

“Yeah, they’re Polish.” She snorted, “My pa
said that since they’re living in America they should shorten it.”
Just then the door of the elaborate coach opened. The driver jumped
down and he reached up to help. A dainty, gloved hand appeared,
followed by a trim booted ankle. Yards of crackling taffeta caught
their eyes before a dark skinned woman stepped down.

They gulped in unison and Toni thought she
was beautiful. Her eyes were dark, sharp and assessing. Her face
was a perfect oval with an exquisitely dainty nose. Black hair,
like shiny onyx, was held in a thick hair net, holding it to
cascade down her back. She was slender, reed-like and had the look
of being pampered. Toni gritted her teeth. Was every one built
willowy but herself?

As the woman walked up the path all Toni
would look at was the blue hat that sat askew on the dark head. She
watched the feather bounce with every step Mrs. Wojciechouski took.
When she finally unglued her gaze from the hat, Toni noticed the
tall, fair skinned man beside the woman. His light hair, just
graying at the temples, was still full. He walked with a nonchalant
grace and vitality. He put his hand on his wife’s shoulder in a
possessive gesture giving Toni the sense that he was very
protective of her. He had compelling blue eyes and a ruggedly
handsome face that spoke of ageless strength. As well groomed as
his wife, he projected an aura of self-confidence.

Susan poked Toni in the ribs. “Who’s he? He’s
handsome.”

Toni saw David catch up to his parents taking
his mother’s free arm. The young man looked like his father, hair
the color of fresh wheat, and the same warm, blue eyes. His
classically handsome features were perfect.

She glanced at Susan seeing the girl gawking.
It was no surprise; David had that effect on the woman around here.
But Toni saw red. “Close your mouth before an insect flies into it”
she snapped with a twinge of jealousy. Seeing her friend still
staring, she snorted, “Are you going to stand there all day,
drooling? He’s taken!” She hated the fact that she acted foolishly;
she had no right to feel that way. This was her future
brother-in-law. And your hero, reprimanded her conscience.

“Susan?”

When Toni opened her mouth to do some more
reprimanding, she noticed her friend was looking somewhere behind
the trio. Susan’s high pitched voice dropped two octaves with a
breathy sigh when she exclaimed, “He looks so much like the woman.
God, he’s beautiful, such dark eyes and hair, like---”

“What?!” Toni looked at Susan as if she had
grown another head. “What are you jawing about?” Her friend was
silent for many seconds and Toni rolled her eyes then glanced back
to see for herself what her friend was blubbering about. It took a
moment before she noticed the other man, who seemed to be arguing
with the driver over something. Then he picked up a piece of
luggage and shook his head at the driver. Her jaw unhinged when she
realized it wasn’t David, Susan was gapping at.

“Who is he? He has to be the handsomest man
in the world.”

“Handsome?” Toni snorted, “You better put on
your glasses, you silly goose. He looks like the devil, himself.
How anyone could think that?”

 


Susan took her advice and removed her glasses
from her dress pocket and put them on. “Who is he?” Susan repeated
her expression dreamily as she continued to scrutinize the young
man. He was tall, with massive shoulders. As he walked closer,
Susan’s flesh rose with goose bumps. His vital, well-muscled body
moved with the grace of a sleek panther, and there was power in his
long, sinewy legs. He so reminded her of a black cat with his
serenely compelling dark eyes. His face was bronzed by the wind and
sun; his lips firm and sensual, but the thrust of his jaw suggested
a stubborn streak. His lips parted and Susan thought she’d swoon
from his dazzling display of perfect white teeth that contrasted
pleasingly with his olive skin. His blue-black hair had the look of
shiny silk; straight, long, tied in a ponytail.

Now it was Susan’s turn to look at her friend
strangely. “You are so smitten with your sister’s beau, you can’t
see the truth if it bit you on your freckled nose. Tell me, who is
he?” an edge of impatience crept into her voice and she pointed in
his direction with her chin.

Toni puckered her lips with annoyance. “He’s
probably David’s stepbrother. I never met him, but Cindy did say
he’s the complete opposite of David. He certainly is that. How can
you say he’s handsome? Goodness! He’s so dark; he looks more Indian
than an Indian and he gives me the creeps.” She rubbed her stomach
to un-knot the funny feeling that was spreading through it.

“Well, I’ll take him any---”

“Hello, young ladies,” the soothing voice
interrupted their friendly argument. Toni and her friend swung
their heads around to look at the direction of the voice. A deep
chuckle made Toni glance over her shoulder at David and she hoped
they weren’t overheard.

“Mother, this is Bethany Ann, Cynthia’s
little sister,” announced David.

She moaned inwardly. He thinks I’m just a
child.

“And I assume that this must be her friend,
the cute little girl I heard about.”

His voice was crisp and clear and his eyes
crinkled with mirth, and Toni heart nearly melted. Taking a deep
breath she turned to see Susan’s eyes were still filled with a
curious, faraway glint so that she had to poke her friend in the
ribs to get her attention.

“What?” Susan blinked and gave her an annoyed
look and then Susan rubbed her side. Toni gave her a thrashing
glance.

 


David laughed richly. Momentarily, the object
of Susan’s infatuation came up beside

David. The stepbrother dropped the suitcase
and broke into a friendly smile. David turned and said, introducing
his mother first, “Girls, this is my mother, Mrs.
Wojciechouski.”

The woman smiled prettily. “Please, call me
Donna. I myself still have a hard time pronouncing my last name.”
Dona extended a gloved hand and smiled in earnest.

“Err,” Toni, knowing she was blushing took
the offered hand and shook it as if she were shaking a dead fish.
She saw Susan squirm, her eyes, once again on the dark
stranger.

“Yes, ma’am,” her friend gulped. “You’re so
beautiful.”

“Why, thank you child.”

“And, my father,” continued David, “Mr. Owen
Wojciechouski.”

He bowed and kissed their little knuckled
hand. Susan giggled and Toni’s innards became strangely uneasy.

David, cleared his throat and said, “And,
this is Martin, Maverick, Horse with Spirit, Wojciechouski, my
younger brother.” He chuckled again; deep, warm with a hint of
teasing. “I know it’s a mouthful but we call him Maverick.”

Susan couldn’t help laughing aloud, and it
sounded silly even to Toni’s ears.

“Martin, Maverick, Horse With… err?”

Toni, in spite of herself, chuckled but her
mirth had a sharp edge.

“Yes,” the younger man interjected, bending
his head slightly forward. A muscle quivered in his strong jaw and
he grinned sourly. “Horse with Spirit is my Comanche name.” His
tone was edged with steel but Toni could have sworn that she
thought she saw a faint glint of humor in those dark, depthless
orbs. “My family and friends call me Maverick, little girl!”

Her mouth, already thin with displeasure,
tightened a fraction more. Little girl, indeed! That’s the second
occasion she’d been insulted in a short span of time, but for some
strange reason, his words grated on her nerves like chalk on the
blackboard. She raised her chin but shivered a little at his dark
expression; he would not intimidate her with his overpowering
presence. Really, who in tarnation did he think he was, trying to
scare her with those jet-black eyes that were now blazing at her?
Crap! He seemed pleased with himself.

Sizzling! She was definitely sizzling! Not
wanting to look at him any longer and feeling her bravery
subsiding, Toni glanced downward to his broad chest, narrow hips,
and long legs.

Big mistake! Realizing what she was doing,
her head snapped up. He was watching her. Their eyes clung; he was
analyzing her reaction to her bold appraisal of him. Why he had the
gall to make twin dimples and give her a knowing wink.

Toni blanched.

Mortified! She was definitely mortified! A
chill ran up her spine in spite of her resolve not to let him
frighten her. But, he did and she merely she stood there feeling
her fury, embarrassment and confusion all but choked her. Oh, how
she wanted to say something but she clamped her mouth shut. Oh, how
she wanted to disappear beneath the floor boards but she stood her
ground. He was unnerving to say the least and she didn’t know who
she was angered with more? Herself or that half breed? Anyway, how
would it appear if she told him what she thought of him in front of
his parents and on her sister’s wedding day?

No! She’d hold her temper, for Cynthia’s
sake. For now! But why in God’s name did he rile her so? The
tension in the air between them could cut through a block of ice.
What was it that made her so--?

“Oh, that’s a great name,” crooned Susan,
snapping Toni out of her darkened and jumbled thoughts. Susan was
just about to get another jab in her ribs when the door sprang open
and her pa exited.

“Howdy folks, I’m Alfred Graham. Whew,
doggies, c’mon in, no sense lollygaggin’ in the hot sun. Toni made
some fresh lemonade to hold ya until the nuptials.”

The repulsive look in the older couple’s eyes
did not go unnoticed by Toni and she knew what they were thinking.
How could their son marry such a dirt poor farmer’s daughter? Damn,
she wanted to say something in her sister’s defense but she knew
how much in love the two were. She swallowed her words, then for
some unknown reason she glanced sideways at Maverick to see what he
thought. What she saw made her skin crawl.

He seemed to be gazing at her intensely,
looking her over seductively, not like the child he called her
before. Then his bold stare dropped to her breasts. She stiffened,
her emotions going from chagrin to raw fury. Why he’s just as bad
as all the boys around here. Grating her teeth, she tried to
disguise her anger in front of the others, but she itched to slap
his arrogant face.

He was the devil, for sure! Not knowing the
reason for her thinking the way she did, she chalked it up to not
liking dark men, especially this one. Besides, he made her insides
feel all sort of funny. And that, she convinced herself, was
nerves, frustration, and down right rudeness on his part. Shifting
from one foot to another, Toni had to get away from him.

“I’ve got to dress,” she said hurriedly, and
with a bounce she was gone. Her mind in turmoil, she ran into the
room she shared with her sister. The bride-to-be was putting on her
wedding gown. It was Ivory satin, as beautiful as her sister. Toni
could still feel the soreness in her finger tips from helping in
the sewing of the gown. The material was a gift from Cynthia’s
intended as were the pearl earrings adorning Cynthia’s tiny
lobes.

“So there you are, it’s about time,” teased
Cynthia. “I need you to button up the back of the dress. I was
beginning to wonder what made me think I needed so many pearl
buttons.” She didn’t miss the happy smile on the beaming bride to
be, and she was happy for her sister.

“Your future in-laws arrived,” Toni informed
bleakly as her fingers busily buttoned up the back of the gown. The
wedding gown fell in splendid folds just under her breasts and over
the bride’s hips spilling to her feet. The garment was of antique
satin and lace. A mantle of seed pearls dipped to the valley
between her breasts, the slightly full sleeves joined at the wrists
to form a deep cuff, which were also covered in pearls.

As Toni buttoned up the back a little voice
in her head swore at each tiny pearl, wondering why Maverick spun
her emotions into a dither. She shrugged with indifference. She
told herself to forget the man; he’ll be gone soon after the
wedding.

And good riddance!

When the chore was finished, Toni grabbed her
pink dress from off the bed. The dress she hated because of all the
ruffles and frills, now irked her even more.

“I’m going to look like a child in this,” she
scoffed, and then mumbled what she thought of the garment in a more
profound language, cursing fluently under her breath.

Goodness graces, what will Mav.. err, David
think? She unconsciously asked herself.

That you’re a child, her inner voice
sneered.

Unhappily, she put on the hideous dress then
went to comb her sister’s hair and adorned the auburn locks with
baby’s breath.

“This will be the last time I fix your hair,
now you’ll have a ladies’ maid to do it,” Toni declared a bit
snippy and wrinkled up her nose. “Your mother-in-law, miss prim and
proper, will see to it.” She sighed with exasperation, and didn’t
care that her voice was laced with sarcasm.

Cynthia smiled at Toni’s frowning reflection.
“Now, sis, I told you that although they’re wealthy, they’re down
to earth folks. They have a cook, but no servants to see to my
personal things. And you know no one will be able to do my hair as
well as you.” She placed a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle.
“Now, why are your emerald eyes full of remorse?”

Toni didn’t understand why she was agonizing
over the man in the other room, making her act like a fish wife
with her sister. She regretted taking her frustrations out on her
sibling; it wasn’t fair. Within minutes, the wedding march began
playing and it was time for the ceremony.

“You l-look beautiful, Cindy,” Toni skirted
her sisters question and was on the verge of blubbering as tears
misted her eyes and choking her voice. It was a bittersweet day for
her. Standing on tiptoe, she kissed the bride’s cheek. Cynthia’s
happiness gave Toni joy but her sister would be dearly missed.

“Well, it’s now or never,” declared Cynthia,
nervously.

Toni placed the bouquet in her sister’s
trembling hand and smiled with approval.

“You’re the most beautiful bride in the
world. You and David are going to be very happy.” To herself she
said, you are going to live a story book romance and I envy you.
“Father is waiting, let’s go,” she placed the veil over the
blushing face, swallowed the lump in her throat, and took her
sister’s elbow. “It’s time,” Toni whispered, and escorted her to
the door.

When it opened and her pa appeared, dressed
his Sunday go-to-meeting suit; She followed the long train outside,
tossing her braid over her shoulder, in a gesture of determination.
She imposed an iron control on emotions as to not let Maverick and
his long name intimidate her. She sucked in a deep breath. So why
did she feel as if she’d wet her bloomers?

Alfred took his eldest daughter’s hand, proud
of her. He thought of his wife and how much Cynthia looked like his
Kitty. She had the same blue-green eyes, same auburn hair, and
willowy like his wife, also.

She’s all grown up, Kitty, you’d be proud of
our Cindy. She’s marrying into money, a nice man and family. But,
Toni, he sighed inwardly at his thought, well, she has her head in
the clouds with crazy fantasies. I’m afraid no man would want the
girl. She’s a dreamer and a bit mule- headed, like me, I ‘spect.
But she has spunk and smarts like her mama. In his musings, Alfred
hadn’t realized that he had reached the preacher.

“Papa?” Cynthia tugged at his coat
sleeve.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. It had been sometime
since he had thought about Kitty and although gone for quite
awhile, he missed her. She had a sunny disposition; loved life and
when she died part of him shriveled up and died also.

He kissed his daughter’s blushing cheek and
gave her away.

Only Toni’s left now.

 



 


THREE


Spellbound

 


Maverick left the wedding celebration
completely bewitched. His brother’s new sister-in-law was the
cutest thing ever to captivate his heart and his interest stirred
from the moment of their introduction. He had to smile every time
she schooled her pretty features into annoyance whenever their eyes
made contact. She was an enigma all right and there was something
about her that made his pulse race. His first impression was right;
she didn’t like him very much and he believed she was trying hard
to ignore the sensuous current that passed between them.

When she stood by her sister at the saying of
the, “I do’s,” he saw her biting her lips, looking as if her
thoughts were far away. She had wide-eyed innocence about her but
he suspected it was only a smoke screen. Maverick watched that
little pink mouth and wondered if it was as soft as it looked. He
was so interested in her profile that he hadn’t heard the minister
ask for the ring. A gentle nudge brought him back into the present.
Annoyed at himself for gaping like a school boy, he cleared his
throat and handed David the gold band. Damn her for being so.... so
what? A child?

A warning voice whispered in his head. Yes,
that’s just what she is; only fifteen. But she had the makings of
turning into a rare beauty. Her body was already ripe enough to
pass for a young woman.

After the ceremony, he leaned against a tall
oak tree and silently watched Toni sit by her friend, Susan, who
had the annoying habit of staring at him all day. He should be used
to girls gaping, but he wasn’t, especially when the one doing the
examining didn’t interest him. His curiosity lay in the red headed,
freckled face, cute as a fawn’s nose, female. When she twisted the
braid around her finger, he longed to unravel it and feel if it was
as hot to the touch as it looked.

But, it was her eyes that held him
spellbound. Green like polished jade, framed with dark, sweeping
lashes. They were full of expectation and could turn from moss
green to dark green ice when her mood changed. He wanted them to
shine with admiration when she glanced at him, instead of contempt.
He would change that some day.

Toni had to get away from Maverick’s leering
glances. At times he was practically boring holes in her back.
Didn’t he have anything better to do but gawk at her all day? Susan
beamed every time he looked their way, thinking he was interested
in her, but Toni knew better. Excusing herself from her love-sick
friend, she walked from the celebration down to the pond. That
trait of his irked her more than anything on earth. Good looking,
indeed! Susan needed her eyes checked.

By the small pond she sat noticing that it
was almost dried up
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