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Chapter One




Wisps of acrid smoke drifted
underneath the wagon as Laura squeezed her eyes tightly shut and
tried not to cough. She pressed herself down into the prairie grass
and covered her nose and mouth with her dress sleeve. She could
hear the Indians whooping and yelling as they rode their horses
around the four wagons they’d attacked, and she knew with certainty
that her side had lost the fight. There were no more rifles firing,
no more English voices shouting, no more screams of pain and
terror. As the wagon above her burned, she prayed it wouldn’t
collapse before she could get out from under it; the heat was
becoming unbearable. Her heart pounding loudly in her ears, she
realized she might have to choose between death by burning, or by
tomahawk. She thought the latter would hurt less, but what if they
didn’t kill her? What if they took her away and tortured her? She’d
heard horrible stories over the last two weeks that had given her
nightmares every night. Lord, she prayed, please make them go away!
She thought back to this morning, when she’d been riding in the
same wagon she was now hiding beneath.

She’d been flirting with the blacksmith’s son,
Robby, who was riding alongside her wagon. She’d felt carefree and
happy, both rare emotions since her parents had been killed a year
ago. They’d gone to a wedding reception, and the house had caught
fire. The ballroom had been so crowded that only a few had escaped
from the mad rush to get out. She’d been told that they’d died from
the smoke, and hadn’t actually burned to death, but it had been
little consolation to a newly orphaned sixteen-year-old girl. Laura
felt nauseous as the smoke thickened around her, picturing herself
soon perishing in a like manner. She slowly turned her head to the
other side, fighting back tears.

After her parents had died, she’d gone
to live with her uncle, as her father had decreed in his will.
Unfortunately, her aunt had treated her badly; making her do more
work than anyone else, and constantly criticizing her. Her cousins
had tormented her with cruel remarks about her orphaned state.
Laura had been given a small allowance from her inheritance, and
she’d saved every penny that had crossed her hand, until finally
she’d had enough to buy passage to the west. She knew that her
mother’s sister lived in northern Montana, and she’d bought a
railway ticket to Virginia City, as far as the line went. Then
she’d planned to go by stagecoach the rest of the way, but this
small group of wagons had caught her eye, and it was only half the
price of the coach. Having once spent three hours crushed between
two very plump ladies on a coach, the large wagons had seemed much
more comfortable. Now she fervently regretted her decision to join
the wagon train. They hadn’t traveled two hours before the lead man
announced they’d be taking a shorter route, and abandoned the
fairly level dirt road to set off across the prairie. After that,
the wagon she rode in had bounced and shook constantly, and she’d
had a headache all day.

She remembered her Aunt Faith, a warm,
kindly woman with two daughters of her own, and she wished she were
there, safe and sound, instead of fearing for her life here. It had
seemed such a good idea, sharing the food and security of a guided
trip with the handsome young Robby. Some security! As soon as
they’d spotted the Indians this afternoon, three of the other men
had immediately galloped away, leaving the others to defend
themselves. Laura, Robby, his father, Jim, Andy (the cook), and
three other women had been no match for the small group of Indians.
Robby had shoved her under the wagon and told her not to move.
Laura had thought that Indian attacks were a thing of the past, but
apparently, the recent constrictions of the Federal Indian Bureau
had enraged them into action. She’d read about this in the paper
just last month, but sitting in her uncle’s library in a large
city, never in her wildest dreams had she thought she’d soon be a
victim.

Laura’s eyes and throat stung, and she
started coughing. Struggling to control it, she waited in agonizing
suspense to be discovered, but she heard nothing except the
crackling of the fire above her. Maybe they’d left! A few embers
floated down and landed on her hand. She shook them off, then
cautiously lifted her head a little to see what was going on. The
smoke was now too thick to see anything. Then a burning piece of
wood fell on her arm and she yelped, jerking away. The possibility
of burning to death her impetus, she rolled quickly out from under
the wagon.

Laura sat up and froze, not believing
what was before her eyes. The three women were lying in the grass,
right in front of her, their clothing ripped and dirty, and their
bodies bloody and still. She felt her hands shaking as she made
herself look past them. Robby was bent backward across a saddle on
the ground, an arrow jutting out from his chest. She clapped her
hands to her mouth to keep from screaming. Andy was lying face down
near the remnants of another wagon, and several arrow shafts
protruded from his back. She looked past the burning wagons, across
the prairie, and saw no sign of the Indians. All was still and
quiet except for the crackling fires. The sights and smells of
blood and smoke were overwhelming, and she vomited onto the ground
in front of her. Crying, she wiped her mouth on her sleeve. Her
heart pounded loudly in her ears as she looked fearfully behind
her. There was one covered wagon that hadn’t caught fire! She
crawled to it, and pulled herself up to peer inside it. Robby’s
father was lying dead on the floor of the wagon, a huge man in
life; now he seemed small and frail. Then she heard horses’ hooves
pounding the ground, coming closer, and she scrambled into the
wagon, searching for a hiding place. A huge trunk was in the
corner, and she jerked the lid up, threw out most of the clothing
in it, and buried herself under a large woolen blanket. Soon she
heard the voices of the three deserters exclaiming over the dead
and the ruins.

“Wonder what happened to
the girl?” That was Robert, a tall young man from Boston. He
sounded very afraid; his voice was shaking.

“She ain’t here, so the
injuns musta got her,” Jack’s voice asserted. He was a short
bearded man who’d been traveling ahead of his family to start a
homestead.

“She’d been better off
dead, ah’ll tell ya that.” Laura cringed as she heard the voice of
Angus, a large beefy man who’d been hired by the three other women
as an escort. Some escort, thought Laura.

“That’s fer
sure.”

“Well, we’d better get what
we can carry, and head on north,” said Robert. Laura briefly
thought of going with them, but she didn’t want to be the only
woman among three men that couldn’t be trusted. She shivered and
tried to make herself stay still.

“Yep. No sense hangin’
around here. ‘Sides, them injuns might come back.”

Laura heard the men scuffling about
outside the wagon, and then felt it moving as one of them climbed
in. She heard things being thrown about, and the clattering sound
of someone going through the whatever the indians had left there.
Then the lid above her rose. She held her breath and prayed as her
blanket was briefly lifted a few inches, then dropped. The lid shut
with a loud thud. Mercifully, she felt the wagon rise as the man
left, apparently having taken all he’d wanted. After she heard them
ride away, she cautiously climbed out of the trunk and peeked out
from all four sides of the wagon. The fires had almost burnt out,
and it was eerily silent. The sun was setting, and Laura began to
wonder what she could do to survive. She wanted to lie down and cry
her heart out, but she needed to get as far away from this carnage
as possible.

She knew that she didn’t want to be a
woman alone on a prairie, so she went through the clothing that was
left on the wagon floor, carefully avoiding touching Jim. She’d
have to wear some of Robby’s clothes. She quickly stripped off her
dress and petticoats, and then pulled on a pair of pants. They were
a few sizes too big, but she found a short piece of rope and tied
them around her waist, and then rolled them up at her ankles. A
pair of thick, gray woolen socks fit well enough, and also helped a
pair of boots to fit. Laura ripped a shirt apart and used a wide
strip to bind her breasts against her chest. Then she pulled on a
cotton shirt that hung down over the pants. Increasingly afraid
that the Indians might come back, she hurriedly tied some food
items scattered on the floor, into a little bundle and emerged from
the wagon. She didn’t want to look at her dead companions, but knew
she’d have to search for some sort of weapon. There were no guns
laying anywhere – the deserters must have taken them. She
reluctantly searched the pockets of Robby and Jack and came up with
nothing. Then she tugged their boots off, and finally found a small
knife in Andy’s right boot. Well, it was better than nothing. Laura
saw Robby’s hat on the ground near the wagon, and realized she’d
forgotten about her hair. It was braided into two long plaits down
her back. She put on the hat and stuffed the braids up in it,
briefly considering cutting them off, but unable to make herself do
it. Taking a deep breath, she started on her trek, back the way
they’d come. She remembered that they’d crossed a little stream
bordered with trees not too long before the Indians had attacked
them. She began to follow the bent blades of grass left by the
wagon wheels.

It was almost dark now, and the sun
was just a crimson strip across the horizon. Laura hoped that she
didn’t end up walking in circles, for she could barely see the
grass. She sat down facing south, and waited for the stars to come
out. It wasn’t long before they appeared, becoming brighter by the
minute in the cloudless black expanse around her. She looked up and
tried to remember the constellations her father had taught her.
Standing up, she held her arms out to each side. The North Star was
behind her, and she got her bearings. She then trudged determinedly
on, stopping every five or ten minutes to be sure of her course.
Laura tripped more times than she could count, either kicking a
rock with her too-big boots, or stepping into a hole or rut in the
soft earth. The grass was as high as her knees, but it hadn’t
seemed that high when she’d been riding in the wagon. At one point,
she heard something running through the grass, not too far away,
and she crouched down with the knife ready, heart pounding and
holding her breath until the noise faded away. Probably just a
rabbit, she scolded herself, and continued on. It seemed hours
before she finally heard the babbling of the little stream ahead.
She didn’t think she’d ever been so thirsty before in her life, and
she hurried to reach it. Laura tripped again just as she reached
the bank, and fell sideways, feeling a sharp pain in her left
forearm. Ignoring it, she stretched out toward the water and cupped
her hands for a drink. It was so cool and fresh; she drank what
seemed like a gallon before her thirst was quenched.

Laura found a tree with low branches,
and climbed up until she got to a spot with three stout branches
together. She lay down in the crook of the trunk, and tied herself
to it, with the rope about her waist. She used the bundle for a
pillow and was soon sound asleep, exhausted from her long
ordeal.

Laura awoke to a severe muscle cramp
in her right leg. Her neck and arm hurt as well. She started to
move, and then froze as she heard voices directly below
her.

“Sam, hold onto that horse
before it pulls the wagon over!” Laura slowly turned her head and
looked down. A young man was trying to keep a huge black horse from
running to the stream, while he struggled to unhitch the traces
from its harness. Finally succeeding, he led the horse to drink.
Laura saw two more men talking together about twenty yards away.
She couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, until they
approached Sam, right below her.

“How much further is it
‘till we get home?” asked Sam, looking at the tallest
man.

“About two more days,
unless another wheel breaks.” The man sounded disgusted. Laura
could only see the top of his hat, but she imagined his expression
matching his tone of voice.

“Good. I can’t wait to
start breaking the colts!” Sam pulled the horse back to the wagon
to hitch it back up, while the other men stood quietly below her.
Then she saw Sam leading two colts to the water. They looked like
yearlings to her, but she didn’t really know that much about
horses. He had his hands full; both animals were jumpy in their
eagerness to get to the water. The two men stood and watched,
laughing as Sam struggled to keep them under control.

“Why didn’t you bring one
at a time?” the shorter man asked.

“Just trying to save time!”
Sam was shouting over the colts’ splashing in the stream. It wasn’t
long before they’d pulled him over, and he landed square on his
buttocks in the middle of the water. The men laughed, and even
Laura stifled a giggle as Sam tried to get up, slipping on the
rocks. Laura turned her head again, and her bundle fell from the
tree! She looked down in dismay as it hit the taller man’s right
shoulder. He jumped back, saw it roll a few feet away, and then
looked up right at her! Laura froze, petrified with fear. She
pulled her hat on tight as she stared back at the man. He had the
most amazing silver-gray eyes, underneath black expressive
eyebrows. He had a mustache that blended into several days’ growth
of beard.

“I’ll be damned,” he said,
still staring at her. “Come on down from there.” Laura saw the
other two look at the tall man, then up at her, their faces
registering surprise. She didn’t move.

“Come on, now, we won’t
hurt you,” said the tall man again.

“Wonder what he’s doing,
sleeping up in a tree?” Sam asked the tall man, as if he’d
know.

“I don’t know, but he
doesn’t stand a chance out here all by his lonesome.” This came
from the shorter man, whom Laura could now see, had a kindly face
with brown hair and eyes, and a full beard.

“Come down here; you can
travel with us,” said the brown haired man. Laura could not make
herself answer, certain that her feminine voice would give her
away. “Are you heading north?” He tried again, and she gave a small
nod of her head. She reached back and untied herself from the tree
trunk, hearing the taller man laugh. She straightened her left leg
and almost cried out in pain. She moved slowly, stretching her
muscles until she got all the kinks out. She tentatively put one
foot down on a branch, but stopped to think a moment. Could she
trust them? What if they found out she was really a girl? Would
they take advantage of her? Maybe it would be better to stay here
and follow from a distance. But then she thought of the Indians,
and resolutely started to climb down. When she got to the ground,
she went straight to the stream to drink. As she put her hands in
the water, she saw her mother’s wedding ring twinkling on her right
ring finger. She slipped it off and put it under her tongue as she
drank, hoping no one had seen it.

Laura stood up and warily eyed the
three men. Sam was tying the colts to the back of the wagon while
the other two watched. She slipped the ring into her pants pocket
and buttoned it shut. She wondered if Sam was a servant or if all
the work just fell to him as the youngest and weakest. If so, she
would probably have to do most of the work now, but she was
grateful for a safe passage, and set her mind to chip in as well as
she could. Sam hauled himself up onto the driver’s bench on the
wagon, and the two men turned to look at Laura.

She stared at the ground as if it were
the most interesting thing she’d seen all day. She didn’t want
anyone scrutinizing her face. She hunched her shoulders forward a
little; her bosom still seemed to protrude even though her breasts
felt smashed tightly against her ribs. “What’s your name, boy?”
Laura heard the question from the shorter man, but was afraid to
answer. She’d just have to keep playing mute. She didn’t look up at
him, but spying a stick a few feet away; she picked it up and drew
into the mud on the creek bank, L O N N I E. Oh, Lord, why’d she
pick a sissy name like that? Her cheeks felt hot as she stood back
up and stepped away from the crude letters.

“Lonnie,” said the tall
man. “Obviously, you can’t talk. Strange, seeing as you can hear,
but I suppose you’ve got your reasons.” Laura shivered, feeling he
could see right through her little charade. “I’m Dalton Garrison,
and these are my brothers, Sam and Jack.” Laura nodded, but
continued to avoid looking directly at any of the men. So, Sam was
the younger brother, and not a servant. She went to retrieve her
knapsack and then watched Dalton and Jack get their horses that
they’d left a little way down the stream. They headed off at a
trot, and Sam turned the wagon around to follow at a slower pace.
None of them looked back at her, and she quickly dashed back to the
stream to relieve herself. Feeling much better, she trotted to
catch up, stumbling now and then, until she was about thirty feet
behind the wagon. She found that she could walk fairly fast and not
have to run to stay with it, but her feet were burning in several
spots from the ill-fitted boots.

About an hour later, they came across
the ruined wagons. Laura hung back, unwilling to experience the
horror firsthand again. She sat down in the grass, put her head
down, and held her hands over her ears. She didn’t even want to
hear them discussing what might have happened. After a while, she
looked up to see Dalton approaching Sam’s wagon, and she got up to
start walking again.

“Lonnie.” She heard
Dalton’s voice behind her, but she’d already forgotten her new
name. Then he was beside her, catching her arm and pulling her
around to face him. She stared at the ground.

“Were you with these
people?” His voice sounded kind and pitying. She nodded her head,
and turned to go.

“Lonnie, do you have any
other relatives?” She shook her head no.

“Where were you heading?”
She shrugged her shoulders, staring at his boots.

“No wonder he can’t talk.
Must be in shock or something,” she heard Jack say from the wagon.
“He ought to ride in the wagon; he looks awfully tired.”

Dalton took her by the elbow and
pulled her gently toward the wagon. But Laura didn’t want to ride
in it; her memories of Robby and the massacre were too fresh. She
pulled her arm back and stopped, shaking her head no. “He’s not
only tired, he doesn’t have any sense left, either,” said Dalton,
his tone now stern. Laura hung her head and didn’t move. “Lonnie,
are you coming with us?” She nodded her head. “Then you need to
ride in the wagon. There’s no reason for you to walk. We’ve got a
long way to go.” She shook her head again, and saw him tense
up.

“Come on, Dalton, just let
him walk if that’s what he wants,” called Jack.

“Well, I guess if he wants
to wear himself out, that’s his business.” Dalton stalked off and
mounted his horse. “Let’s get going. We don’t want to run into the
Indians that did this.” He cantered off, leaving them behind, and
Laura glanced up to see Jack getting back onto his horse, and Sam
climbing up onto the wagon. She started walking again, but her feet
were hurting so badly now, that she couldn’t keep up. She dismally
watched the back of the wagon as it got further and further ahead
of her. They hadn’t traveled more than ten minutes, when she saw
Dalton galloping back toward her. She stopped and stared at the
ground as he approached, wondering why he cared if she were left
behind or not. He reined up beside her.

“Lonnie, you’re going to
have to get in the wagon. We’ve got to move faster because those
renegade Indians might still be around here.” Laura heard his
impatient tone, but she couldn’t make herself ride in the wagon.
She sat down on the ground cross-legged, hoping he’d give
up.

Then she saw his feet hit the ground.
“Now, Lonnie.” He strode over, hauled up by her arms, and
threw her over his shoulder! She just managed to grab her hat and
pull it on tight as she felt it slipping off. “Damn, stubborn boy,”
she heard Dalton muttering as he marched toward the wagon. She
couldn’t fight him; her hat would fall off. She should have cut her
hair last night, but had been much too exhausted to even think of
it again. She arched her back to keep from bouncing against him,
and found herself nose to nose with his horse, which was patiently
following him. Then Dalton stopped and dropped her buttocks first
onto the wagon bed. There was only a little space between several
large crates, but she was small enough to fit. She pulled her knees
up to her chest, and her hat down again.

“Now, stay there,”
Dalton’s tone was firm but not mean. He sighed. “Lonnie, we can’t
leave you here to be killed by the Indians, or worse. You’ll just
have to come with us until we find out if you have any relatives. I
certainly hope you start talking soon.” With that, he mounted his
horse again, and rode off. Laura felt the wagon shift as Sam
clucked at the horse. The two colts sniffed at her curiously, then
went back to trotting to keep up. Laura remembered riding on the
wagon yesterday and talking to Robby. A vision of his mangled body
entered her mind, and she shut her eyes against it. It was no use;
she couldn’t sit in the wagon and not think about those horrible
events. She cautiously slid off the end of the wagon and started
walking again. She kept up for a while, staying between the two
colts, but she couldn’t do it for very long. She was soon several
hundred feet behind and again saw Dalton galloping toward her. Sam
stopped the wagon. Dalton pulled up beside her and jumped down from
his horse. Without saying a word, he took something from his
saddle, grabbed her arm, and pulled her near the wagon. She
stumbled along until he stopped near a large rock and released her.
Laura rubbed her arm and stared at the ground as he stood before
her.

“Son, you’ve got ten
seconds to tell me why you won’t ride in that wagon!”.

Laura winced at his angry tone and
hung her head, desperately wishing she could talk. However, to do
so would jeopardize her disguise. The seconds ticked away, and then
she heard Dalton take a deep breath. “All right then, I’ll have to
assume you’re just being pigheaded and stubborn!” He sat down on
the rock, and pulled her by the arm, over his knees! Her heart
pounded in her ears, and she held on tightly to her hat as it
started to slip off again. She was going to be whipped, and there
was nothing she could do about it! She kicked her feet up and tried
to twist herself off his lap, but he held her down easily, and she
saw him raise up a piece of thick, well-worn leather. Dalton
thought she was nothing but a stubborn little boy who needed a
lesson in obedience! Then the first searing blow hit her buttocks,
and a line of fire filled her senses as Dalton methodically struck
her ten more times.

Laura heard herself screaming, and
tears burned her eyes as she stubbornly held onto the hat with both
hands and kicked her feet up.

Finally, he stopped, and said, “Well,
your vocal chords sure work! Now, tell me why you won’t get in the
wagon!” Laura only sobbed quietly, trying not to make any more
sounds. Dalton hauled her up by the shoulders and pulled her to the
wagon again. She let go of the hat long enough to scramble back
into the little space on the bed, where she drew up her knees and
hid her face from him.

“If you get off that wagon
this time, I’m going to
tan your hide again and tie you on there!” he lectured her, and
then he mounted his horse and rode off at a gallop. Laura felt the
wagon start rolling, and she began to cry in earnest. Her buttocks
were burning! She managed to roll herself into a ball on her side,
and she eventually fell asleep, no longer thinking of Robby, just
the aching of her bottom and the angry look in Dalton’s silver
eyes…





























Chapter Two




“Lonnie,” Laura heard Sam
calling her. She pulled her hat down firmly and slowly sat up to
see him untying the two colts. “We’re stopping to eat. Get out and
walk around some, okay?” She nodded her head and stretched her
arms, wincing from the unexpected tenderness of her muscles. She
was relieved to find that the ache in her buttocks was much
diminished, and she crawled to the end of the wagon to get out.
Standing up on shaky legs, she looked around. The flat plains had
merged into rolling hills with occasional outcrops of rock, and
there was a deep, wide stream bordered by tall trees and bushy
undergrowth about thirty yards away. Laura walked down to the
stream and scooped up some water in her hands. It was cool and
fresh, and she drank hurriedly while looking around for somewhere
to relieve herself. Just as she began to walk along the bank, she
saw Dalton urinating into a bush about twenty feet away. She felt
her cheeks flush rapidly, and turned away to see Sam watering the
colts to the same little dance they’d done this morning.

“Lonnie, why don’t you take
Sonny down to get a drink. That’s the horse that’s hitched to the
wagon,” she heard Dalton say behind her, but she didn’t dare turn
in his direction. Good grief, she thought, that horse will probably
kill me. Nevertheless, she didn’t want to raise his ire again, and
she cautiously approached the big black gelding. She put her hand
out toward his bridle, but jumped back quickly as he snorted at
her. Sam laughed loudly as he led the colts past her.

“Lonnie’s afraid of a
horse!” he guffawed. Laura felt miserable. She glared at Sam, and
approached the horse from the side. She unfastened the traces from
his harness, and then cautiously patted him along his side until
she reached his head. She determinedly grabbed his bridle, and he
snorted again, but stayed still as she tried to figure out how to
unfasten him. She unhooked several little metal buckles, and
discovered that she’d freed him from all his bindings when he
started moving toward the water. Laura hastily grabbed a bunch of
his mane and trotted beside him, hanging on tightly. She was
terrified that he’d step on one of her feet, and she tried to stay
as far away as possible while not letting go. She could hear Sam
laughing at her. Finally, they reached the stream, and the big
animal ducked his head to take a long drink. The sound of the water
redoubled her urgent need to relieve herself, but there was nothing
she could do at the moment. She pulled her hat down on her head
firmly with her free hand.

Suddenly, her hand was jerked up, as
Sonny straightened up to look around him, apparently having
quenched his thirst. Water dripped from his mouth and nostrils, and
he snorted it all over her. She stifled a cry for help, and tried
to pull him back to the wagon, but he wouldn’t move. Dalton came
down to the stream then, and raised his eyebrows as she stood
beside the huge horse with a death grip on its mane. She watched
him walk over to his horse and get a strip of leather. Oh Lord, she
thought, I’m going to be whipped again! He approached them very
slowly, and she hung her head, but he calmly slid the strap around
Sonny’s neck and led the horse back to the wagon. Laura breathed a
sigh of relief, but her bladder was about to burst.

Sam was only a dozen feet away,
sitting on the bank chuckling, and then she heard Dalton call her
name. She knew she would never make it over there without wetting
her pants. Thinking fast, she purposefully slipped on a rock, and
fell down into the water, which covered her up to her waist. She
stared angrily at Sam’s uproarious laughter as she relieved herself
into the rushing water, with no one the wiser.

Feeling much better, she got up and
splashed out of the stream and up the bank toward Dalton, who was
waiting patiently beside Sonny. He showed her how to hook the horse
back up, and then had her demonstrate the correct way to unfasten
the traces from his harness, and not unhook his bridle. Dalton
stood so close to her that she could smell his male scent, and it
was very pleasant. She was shivering from the cool breeze against
her wet pants, but felt something else as well. A steady warmth
burned in her stomach - surely, she wasn’t attracted to him? He was
very handsome, she’d give him that, but he’d just thrashed her
backside only a few hours ago, and she ought to hate him for doing
that! As his hand brushed across hers, fastening a buckle, she felt
a sudden strong emotion and labeled it as anger. Why, she’d get
even with him somehow; who did he think he was, treating her like
that? Dalton suddenly put his hand around her wrist and pulled her
arm out straight. They both stared down at the blood oozing from a
gash in her forearm. Laura suddenly remembered falling on it the
night before. He led her back to the stream, wet his handkerchief,
and handed it to her. All thoughts of revenge left her mind as she
cleaned the cut and then tried to rinse the blood out of the cloth
before giving it back to him. He waved it away, though, as they
heard Jack calling them for lunch.

Jack handed out some bread, cheese,
and salt tack, and they all sat down in the grass to eat. Laura sat
a little apart, keeping her head down as she rapidly ate her
portion. She finished first, and quietly waited for the others
while trying to sort out the jumble of emotions in her head. The
pain and sadness from the Indian attack were fading somewhat as she
became more familiar with the three brothers. Dalton was obviously
a kind man, even though he clearly expected obedience or else, from
the others. Jack was gentler, and didn’t seem opposed to Dalton’s
authority. Sam still had some growing up to do; why else had he
taunted her about her lack of skill with horses? Her thoughts were
interrupted by the sound of Sam’s loud laughter. “Why, I’ve never
heard a boy scream like that before! He sounded like a stuck pig!”
She glared at him, while he chuckled so hard that he almost choked
on his bread. “You’d think he’d never been whipped before! Sounded
like a damn girl, that’s for sure!” He was almost rolling in glee,
and Laura noticed that Jack was stifling a grin, too.

However, Dalton wasn’t laughing. “Sam,
cut it out,” he said sternly. “The boy probably hasn’t ever been
disciplined before. And he won’t talk to defend himself. Leave him
alone.” Laura felt her ears growing very hot as anger boiled up
inside her. Screamed like a stuck pig? Couldn’t defend
herself?

Sam didn’t stop, though, and
continued, “What a mama’s boy! Ha, ha, ha!”

Suddenly Laura’s pent-up anger, fear,
and pain exploded inside her. Jamming her hat down firmly, she
leaped up, almost growling, and threw herself at the laughing boy.
Since Sam had been sitting cross-legged on the ground, laughing
hard, her element of surprise worked. She knocked him over backward
and scrambled up to sit on his chest while pummeling his jaw with
her fists. He still had his bread in one hand and his cheese in the
other, and apparently didn’t sense enough of a threat to even let
them go. He laughed until she caught him on the nose. She watched
in great satisfaction as his expression changed from glee to pain.
Then she felt the air whoosh out of her lungs as she was lifted up
and once again found herself over Dalton’s hard thighs.
Instinctively, she held onto her hat as his heavy hand fell upon
her still damp pants. The pain was incredible, but she refused to
utter a sound as he smacked her at least a dozen times in rapid
succession. Then he dumped her on the ground and stood up over the
two of them. She could barely see Sam through her tears, but was
satisfied that he was crying too, and holding his nose with both
hands as blood ran down his fingers.

“There. Now you’re both in
pain. I don’t want to hear any more teasing, and I’d better not see
any more fighting! Now, get up, it’s time to go!” Laura and Sam
both jumped up and went to their respective places, and Jack handed
Sam a cloth rag to wipe his nose with. Laura once again found it
hard to sit on the hard wagon bed, and she curled up again to sleep
as the wagon rolled along. She heard Sam’s voice as she drifted
off, promising revenge. She resolved to give as good as she got,
despite Dalton’s warning. She no longer felt angry at Dalton, even
though he’d just blistered her bottom again. She felt a grudging
respect for him; he didn’t know she was a girl, and he was just
trying to keep the peace. She saw his handsome face shadowed with
concern when he’d seen the cut on her arm, and a warm, fuzzy
feeling washed over her. However, as the wagon bumped and creaked,
she couldn’t sleep well, and kept waking from nightmares of burning
wagons, savage Indians, and mangled bodies.

Hours later, she felt the wagon stop.
She looked up and saw trees overhead. Must be another stream, she
mused, and pulling her hat down, she slowly sat up to look around.
Instead of the rugged prairie, though, she saw the trees and
buildings of a small town.

“Hey, Lonnie!” Sam’s voice
floated to her from the driver’s bench, and she turned to glare at
him. “I’m gonna get even tonight. Better stay awake!” She turned
back around and ignored him. He must be around her age, she
thought, but that was where any similarities ended. She wondered
what he’d think if he knew she was really a girl, having busted his
nose. She grinned, but her glee soon faded as she spotted Dalton on
the porch of a nearby building, talking to a young woman in a
beautiful red velvet dress. Her hair was piled high on her head,
and she was wearing bright red lipstick. Laura had never seen that
bright of a color on anyone’s lips before. The woman’s cheeks were
very pink from rouge, or was she just blushing? She watched Dalton
put his arm around the woman’s shoulders and an unreasoning anger
surged deep inside her.

Laura didn’t realize that she was
staring until Jack’s voice surprised her. “Never seen a whore
before?” She jumped guiltily, glanced at Jack beside the wagon, and
then stared at the woman again. She almost said, “no,” but stopped
herself just in time.

Jack laughed, “I’m just kidding, she’s
not a whore.” Laura extricated herself from the wagon bed and stood
up to walk around a bit.

“She owns the saloon,”
added Jack. Laura didn’t care if she owned the whole town; she
didn’t like the way the tart was scratching Dalton’s back and
laughing up at him. Laura walked down the short street and back a
few times, keeping an eye on Sam, who was still sitting on the
wagon. She finally sat down on a bench outside a general store,
wincing as she did so. She’d almost forgotten about that last
incident. Dalton and the woman were now talking nose to nose; why
didn’t he just make love to her right there on the porch, she
thought, disgusted. Finally, Jack came over and said they were
going to eat dinner at the saloon, and then travel until dark.
Laura groaned and stood up to follow Jack. She didn’t want to waste
her money eating in a saloon, and she’d never even been in one! Sam
tied the horses to the rail and went through the door after Dalton
and the woman in red.

Laura followed Jack inside, blinking
her eyes in the dim lighting. There was a long bar, just like in
certain magazine drawings she’d seen. A long mirrored glass ran the
length of the bar on the wall behind it. She caught a glimpse of
herself and nearly jumped, startled by her strange appearance. Her
face was streaked with dust, the hat was down low over her
forehead, and her clothes were dirty and baggy, but she smiled when
she realized that she certainly didn’t look like a female. She saw
everyone sit down at a long table on one side of the room. Then she
froze as the men removed their hats. Uh oh. This wasn’t going to
work at all. She turned and marched back outside, getting onto the
back of the wagon to dig out her food from her knapsack. She was
afraid that Dalton would follow her back out, so she slipped around
to the back of the building and found a bench to sit on and eat.
She sorted through the items she’d hastily grabbed from Robby’s
wagon. There was some cornbread wrapped in paper that looked all
right. One bruised apple, several strips of jerky, and a few pieces
of taffy were definitely not enticing. She started chewing on the
cornbread and thinking about how to get herself out of this
situation. After a while, the woman in red came out the back door
to throw out a bowl of wash water. Laura stared at her, unable to
stop herself. Catching her eye, the woman came over and sat down on
the bench beside her. Laura stared at the ground, her mouth
suddenly dry.

“I’m Della.” The woman held
out her hand, and Laura hesitantly shook it. She started to pull
her hand back, but Della held onto it and stared hard into Laura’s
face. “You’re no boy,” she said with certainty. Laura’s face fell
as she jerked her hand away in dismay.

“Please don’t tell!” Her
voice was hoarse from not talking for so very long, and she had to
clear it to continue. “Please don’t tell them; I won’t be safe if
they know I’m a girl!”

Della frowned at her. “I don’t know
why they haven’t figured it out yet. They must be blind.” Then she
smiled, “But then again, after the stories I just heard, you’ve
been doing a pretty good acting job.”

“I think I’ll be okay as
long as I don’t lose this hat.” She pulled it off and scratched her
head. It felt wonderful. “I didn’t have time to cut my
hair.”

“I can’t believe that your
entire family was killed by the Indians only yesterday.” Della
stared at her.

“It wasn’t my family, just
a group of people I’d paid for an escort to Montana. I just let
them believe it was my family, because I had no way to tell them
any differently.”

“Aren’t you a little young
to be traveling without your family? You didn’t run away, did you?”
Laura then found herself telling Della all that had happened to her
over the past year. When she finished, she was almost in tears. She
shifted herself on the bench, wincing at the ache in her
buttocks.

Della laughed. “You know, you might be
better off getting made love to, than getting your backside
tanned!”

“I did think about that,
but I’m saving myself for marriage,” Laura announced in a dignified
tone.

“Dalton has it in his head
that you’re in need of some straightening out! They think you’re
only about twelve years old. This won’t get any better, dear.”
Della told her. “Besides, you don’t have to worry about the
Garrison men. They would never take advantage of an unwilling girl.
I’ve known them since we were children.”

Laura thought about that for a minute.
She would be safe with these men, according to Della. However, she
was beginning to like the freedom of being a boy. She could walk
down a street by herself. She could make her own way in life. For
how long, she didn’t know. Perhaps the Garrisons would hire her as
a stable boy or a ranch hand until she made more money, and then
maybe she could go to college or something that only men could do!
Maybe…no, that was silly, of course, she’d never be able to go that
far, but she was really enjoying it for now. She told Della as
much, and the woman sighed in exasperation.

“All right then, have it
your way. I won’t tell. But as soon as that hat falls off your
head…”

“Ooh, would you cut my hair
for me? Right now, before they come looking for me? Then I could
really look like a boy!” Laura’s eyes shone with excitement, and
Della thought about it for a moment.

“No, I’m not gonna do that.
I think you’ll be found out sooner than you think, and then you’d
be an ugly girl instead of a girly boy.” She laughed at her own
joke, but Laura frowned in disappointment.

“Come on into the kitchen,
honey, and I’ll get you some real food.” Della stood up and went
inside. Laura pulled her braids up, put her hat back on, and
followed her in. She sat down in the warm cozy kitchen, and started
to wolf down the plate full of green beans, potatoes, roast, and
gravy that appeared in front of her. Then Della handed her a large,
cold mug of beer and went back into the saloon. Laura had never had
beer before, but she liked the tasty brew and was just finishing it
off when Dalton appeared in the kitchen doorway.

“Good God, Della, you gave
the boy a beer?” His expression was stormy and for some reason
Laura found this hilarious. She started laughing and plunked the
mug down on the table a little too hard.

She heard Della behind him, saying, “I
thought he might like it,” in a teasing voice. Dalton turned to
glare at her.

“And what else did you do
to him?”

Della laughed with glee. “You’re
afraid I’ve seduced him, aren’t you?” This was even funnier to
Laura, whose head felt a little fuzzy, and she continued to laugh,
trying to keep her tone low. She hoped she didn’t sound like a
girl.

Dalton turned back to Laura. “I’d
better not ever catch you drinking anything with alcohol again!” He
threw up his hands in disgust and stomped out to the front of the
saloon.

“Let’s go!” he shouted to
everyone in general. Laura jumped up to hug Della before dashing
out the back door and climbing into the back of the wagon. She fell
asleep almost immediately, the previously untasted alcohol making
her drowsy. She forgot all about Sam and his promise to get
even.

Dalton halted them several hours
later, just as dusk was settling in. They had made good time, and
were only a few hours from home now. Nevertheless, he didn’t want
to travel at night with renegade Indians still a possible danger.
He hadn’t heard of any Indian attacks in the last decade and he
wondered what had started the trouble. It would certainly help if
Lonnie started talking. He wanted to push the issue, to make the
boy talk, but he knew Lonnie had been through a lot of trauma, and
he didn’t want to hurt him. He didn’t consider the discipline to
have hurt the boy, but rather thought it would help bring him back
to reality. He’d never hesitated to use it on his younger brothers
when they’d needed it over the years, while his father had gone on
long cattle drives, leaving him to be the man of the
house.

Now those days were mostly over, and
his parents, who were still hale and healthy, had hired others to
do the cattle driving for them. The family owned a large ranch that
covered nearly a tenth of the state, that they had built up over
the last thirty years into the richest cattle ranch this side of
the Mississippi. The three sons were returning from a visit to
their cousins in St. Louis, to bring back some of their mother’s
antiques that she wouldn’t trust to be shipped on a train. Dalton
looked down at Lonnie sleeping soundly in the little space in the
back of the wagon. Lonnie was a very small lad, but with some hard
work, discipline, and good food, Dalton thought he’d shape up. He
wouldn’t be a “mama’s boy” much longer. He wondered why he cared so
much about what happened to Lonnie. There was something about him
that pulled at his heart, but he didn’t know what it was. Had
Lonnie really lost his entire family to the massacre? He just
didn’t seem to be that traumatized, other than being afraid to ride
in the wagon at first, so Dalton was doubtful.

Sam watered the horses and Jack
started a fire to sleep by. It was getting quite chilly. Dalton
pulled a blanket from a box and threw it over Lonnie, who didn’t
stir. May as well just leave him there; he looked comfortable. A
little while later, the three men bedded down by the campfire. Sam
had first watch. He sat with his back to the fire, making his plans
as he waited to be sure his brothers were asleep. His revenge had
to be something that Dalton couldn’t pin on him. He thought hard,
the pain in his still swollen nose driving his determination. At
least the little monster hadn’t broken it. In a few days, he’d be
his usual handsome self again. He laughed silently, not really
thinking he was handsome. It was the girls in town that thought so.
Every time there was a church social or a dance, they flocked
around him and his two brothers. Some of them just wanted into the
family fortune, he knew, but others whose families were financially
well off, flirted with them the same. Sam closed his eyes to
concentrate.

Laura woke up and tried to stretch,
but couldn’t move in the small space she was in. She sat up and
sleepily rubbed her eyes. She could see a small fire illuminating a
grove of trees, by which the men were camped. Sam was sitting up
against a saddle, sleeping, the other two were wrapped in blankets
by the fire, and she could hear snoring. Her head hurt and she
pulled her hat off a minute to rub it, then put it back on,
stuffing the braids back underneath. She remembered Dalton getting
angry over her drinking beer and the way he’d cuddled up to Della,
and how she’d felt left out, almost jealous. She realized she
didn’t have any bad feelings about it now, since she’d found out
how nice Della was. Watching Sam sleep, she wondered how long she’d
have to watch her back. She suddenly knew that she’d have to leave
these men in order to have any real freedom. Dalton would try to
control her, Sam would try to get even, and Jack would just be
caught in the middle. She still felt a little woozy, but her mind
seemed clear. She’d take Jack’s horse and ride back to the little
town. Once there, she would get Della to cut her hair, and hire her
as a cleaning boy or something. She’d be safe there, and wouldn’t
have to pretend all the time, only around other people. Della’s
feminine concern for her had made her realize how much she’d missed
her mother, and she was hungry for more.

Her aunt had been horrible to her,
always criticizing her, making her do all the dirty work when they
had plenty of servants to do it, and always putting her down in
front of company. Laura didn’t want to steal a horse, though, and
she pulled out the little pouch from around her waist. She had
almost thirty dollars left. She hoped that would cover the cost of
Jack’s horse. She’d noticed that his horse was the calmest one and
thought she could handle him. She wanted to leave a note with the
money, but she didn’t have anything to write with. Well, she would
just leave the money here in back of the wagon; it wasn’t like
anyone would steal it. She quietly slid off the back of the wagon
and stretched. Cautiously watching the men at the fire, she crept
around to the trees where they’d tethered their horses. Jack’s
horse was still saddled, thank goodness; she didn’t think she’d
have been able to do it herself. Whispering and petting his neck,
she untied the reins and led him slowly away. A few minutes later,
she climbed up on his back and waited for the horse to move. When
he continued to stand quietly, she remembered the reins and reached
down to grab them up. She shook them a little and clucked, and then
gripped the saddle horn tightly as the horse began to walk. She
soon found that if she pulled a little to the side, the horse would
walk that way, and she headed east by the North Star. They couldn’t
have come very far from the little town.

Sam watched Laura sneak off with the
horse, unbelieving his luck. This was too good to be true! The
little snot was stealing a horse! He wouldn’t have to do a thing
but continue to sleep. Of course, Dalton would be angry that he’d
fallen asleep while on watch, but he’d be too busy trying to find
Lonny to do anything about it. Sam figured that Lonnie’s good
fortune was over now. Dalton couldn’t possible want a horse thief
among them. Why, the kid would probably go to jail! It was almost
time for Jack’s turn to keep watch now, but Sam waited a half an
hour longer, to make sure that Lonnie had a good head
start.

Jack sat up sleepily when Sam shook
his shoulder, and looked around. He yawned and got himself a cup of
coffee from the tin pot by the edge of the fire. Sam laid down on
his bedroll while Jack walked around a bit to wake up. Sam waited
in suspense, knowing it wouldn’t be long, now. Then Jack came up
and kicked him in the leg.

“Ow!” Sam sat up, rubbing
his shin.

“Okay, Sam, where’s my
horse?” Jack was annoyed.

“Your horse?” Sam pretended
innocence.

“What did you do with
Brownie? Tie him up somewhere else? This isn’t funny,
Sam.”

Dalton opened his eyes and looked up
at his brothers. “What’s going on?”

“Sam hid Brownie somewhere,
and won’t tell me where he is.”

“I swear I never touched
him! You probably didn’t tie him up good,” retorted Sam.

Dalton sat up and rubbed his head.
“Your horse is gone?”

“Well, if he wandered off,
then why didn’t you hear him leave?” Jack was getting very angry
now.

“Well, I did fall asleep
for awhile. But I sure didn’t hide him!” Sam managed to look a
little guilty for falling asleep as Dalton’s eyes narrowed at
him.

Dalton got up and stretched, and then
walked over to the wagon to check on Lonnie. He felt a sharp pain
in his stomach when he saw the empty space where Lonnie had been.
The horse was gone; Lonnie was gone. Not much to figure out, there.
“Lonnie!” He called out loudly, not really expecting an answer.
“Lonnie!” Damn that boy! Didn’t he know that taking a horse out
west here was a crime as bad as murder? He hadn’t thought the boy
capable of doing such a thing, and blamed it on his naivety. He’d
probably headed back to Della for some more “mothering”, damnit,
and must have thought he could just “borrow” a horse. Well, he was
in for a big surprise! Dalton marched back over to the fire,
glaring at Sam. “You never heard a thing, huh?”

“No, sir! Like I said, I
must have just fallen asleep! Lonnie’s gone?” Sam wore a look of
innocence that Dalton saw right through.

“You let him take Brownie,
didn’t you?”

“No, sir! Why would I let
him take a horse?” Nevertheless, Sam knew his goose was cooked.
He’d never been able to lie to Dalton and get away with it. He’d
let his desire for revenge override his good sense.
Damn!

“Well, I’m going to catch
up with that boy, and give him a real whipping. I don’t think he
really meant to steal the horse. He couldn’t know how serious that
would be, because if he did, he wouldn’t have had the nerve to do
it.” Dalton turned and went to get his horse. “Jack, stay here with
Sam. When I get back, I’m going to tan his hide, too.” He angrily
began to saddle up his horse.

“No, Dalton, I’m coming
with you.” Jack made the statement, and Dalton looked over at him
in surprise. No one talked back to Dalton Garrison, especially not
a younger brother! However, he saw the look of determination on
Jack’s face, and realized that he was a man full-grown, able to
make his own decisions. He was nearly twenty-two years old, after
all. He nodded his head, and waited as Jack saddled up Sonny, and
they rode off at a fast trot.

Sam stared miserably into the fire.
Why had he let the little runt take the horse? He should have known
that Dalton wouldn’t see it as horse theft and that he wouldn’t
have been able to fool his bigger brother. Hell, he hadn’t felt the
sting of Dalton’s strap in at least a year. The thought of it made
him feel very stupid and childish. He was eighteen years old, but
suddenly felt like a boy of ten. He sighed, and picking up his
rifle, turned his back to the fire. Well, at least he ought to keep
a watch out for Indians until the others got back.

The moon was only half-full, but they
could see shapes and shadows as they trotted across the rough,
grassy terrain. They could barely make out the trail the wagon
wheels had left in the grass. Dalton was pretty sure that Lonnie
would follow the trail. Not surprisingly, about fifteen minutes
later they could make out a lone rider up ahead. They saw him head
for a clump of trees on the left, and they urged their horses on to
catch up.

Laura kept the horse at a walk. She
wasn’t sure how to make it go faster anyway. It was scary enough
just sitting up this high, much less riding faster. She kept a
constant watch on what little she could see around her. Every
looming shadow or faint noise made her jump in fear. She realized
that this had been a very bad idea. Every time the horse snorted,
she almost fell off from fright. She wished she had a gun to
protect her, but of course, she hadn’t thought of that when she’d
left.

She’d almost decided to go back, when
she heard horses coming up fast behind her. She turned around and
was relieved to see the outline of cowboy hats on the heads of two
men. At least it wasn’t the Indians. She pulled the reins toward
some trees to her left and kicked the horse a little. It broke into
a trot and she held onto the saddle horn for dear life, loosening
her grip on the reins. Brownie, finding his head free, simply
headed for the water he could smell. Laura ducked as the horse went
right into the clump of trees and stopped at a small pond to drink.
She slid off and hid behind the nearest bush, just as she heard the
two men ride up.

“Lonnie!” It was Dalton’s
angry voice, and she breathed a sigh of relief that it wasn’t a
couple of strangers. “Answer me!” she heard him again, closer now,
and her heart began to race as she remembered what his anger could
do to her backside. She tried to be quiet, but her breathing
sounded loud even to herself. Not surprisingly, he walked right to
her, and started yelling, “You can’t even imagine how much trouble
you’re in, son!” She slowly stood up, and pulled her hat down as
she stared at the ground. “Look at me, damnit!” She looked up at
him, but couldn’t see his features very well in the dim lighting.
“Do you know that horse stealing is a hanging offense out here?”
Laura shook her head no, feeling a chill run down her spine. Surely
he wouldn’t, couldn’t…

“I ought to turn you in to
the sheriff at the next town!” Dalton wanted to scare the boy, to
make sure that he never contemplated such a thing again.

Laura wanted desperately to tell him
that she’d left money for the horse, but she wasn’t going to speak
unless, or until, her life depended on it. Dalton grabbed her upper
arm and marched her to his horse. She stumbled along after him,
fighting back tears. What had ever possessed her to do such a
stupid thing?

Dalton glanced at the boy as he paused
by his horse, and saw the tears. “I don’t want to see you go to
jail,” he sighed, “But I’m not going to go easy on you. When we get
back to camp, I’m going to light a fire on your backside that’ll
make you think the other ones were just horseplay!” Laura couldn’t
hold back the tears then, and they ran down her face as she tried
to stay silent. Dalton got up on his horse and held his hand out to
her. She put her foot in the stirrup and he pulled her up to sit
behind him.

Jack tied Brownie behind Sonny, and
followed the pair. They went back at a fast walk and it only took
about twenty minutes. Laura tried not to touch Dalton as she held
on tightly to the sides of his coat, as he’d directed. She could
feel the hard muscles in his arms as they bounced against her and
knew that he was tense with anger. She could only hope that he’d
calm down some on the way back. She felt so nervous about his
promised whipping, that her stomach was queasy. Her heart began to
race when she saw the fire up ahead. As soon as Dalton reined in
his horse, she slid off and ran to the wagon, stopping and holding
out her hands out to show that there was nothing in them. She
pointed to the wagon bed, but no one understood what she was trying
to tell them. She reached across the wagon bed to pick up her pouch
of money, but froze as she saw Dalton coming toward her with a long
thin branch in his hand.

Desperate, she finally blurted out, “Dalton!
Wait!” Her voice was hoarse and low, and it didn’t sound very
feminine even to her own ears. He kept coming, grim determination
on his face, and she turned to run. She wasn’t fast enough, though,
and he grabbed her arms, pulling her to the ground onto her
stomach. He knelt, putting his weight on her upper back. Then, in
one swift motion, he jerked her pants down! It happened so fast,
that all she could do was struggle ineffectively and yell out “NO!”
before a line of fire crossed her upper legs, then her buttocks,
and she screamed out in pain. She bucked wildly beneath him and
felt her hat fall off, but she no longer cared. The branch fell
several more times, caressing her buttocks and thighs in streaks of
agony. She got one hand behind her back and felt the sting across
her palm as Dalton continued to whip her. “STOP!” cried Laura,
nearly hysterical with pain and fear.

Jack had just decided to turn his back
to the whole business, when he heard Laura’s first scream and knew
instantly that it was a woman’s cry. He hurried over to Dalton and
saw that the boy now had long brown, braided hair, and a feminine
looking bottom! He grabbed Dalton’s arm on the upswing, and pulled
the switch from his hand. Surprised, Dalton angrily looked up.
“What the hell are you doing, Jack!”

“Dalton! Lonnie’s a
girl!” Jack stated loud and clear, but for one long moment
Dalton only stared angrily at Jack, shocked by his audacity. Then
he looked down at the sobbing form with the long braids.

“Good God!” Dalton hastily
pulled up her pants and stood up, at a loss for what to do for the
first time in many years. Sam walked over to gape at the sight of
the slender figure with long hair, crying her heart out.

Laura didn’t dare move; the pain was
bad, but the embarrassment of two or three men having seen her bare
buttocks was overwhelming.

“I… I paid for... for that
horse!” Her broken speech was punctuated with sobs. Dalton sat
down, gently pulled her up by the shoulders, and held her to his
chest. He really expected her to pull away, but she buried her face
into his shirt as she continued to cry. He rubbed her back very
lightly, afraid now to even touch her. “I paid for the horse! I
left money in the back of the wagon!” Jack went to the wagon and
felt around on the bed. He found a silk drawstring pouch, which he
carried to the firelight. He chuckled to himself as he counted out
thirty dollars. That horse was worth at least two hundred, but she
wouldn’t have known that.

“She’s telling the truth,”
he called to Dalton.

“Well, why didn’t you tell
me that before now?” asked Dalton.

“I… I didn’t want you to
know that I’m a girl!” she sobbed.

“What’s your real name,
honey?” Dalton felt her trembling hands gripping the open flaps of
his coat.

“Laura,” she wailed, unable
to stop the flow of tears. Her legs and bottom stung
badly.

“Laura, I am so sorry… “
Dalton didn’t really know what to say. The girl clung to him like a
small child, whimpering and shivering. He picked her up and carried
her to the fire, where he laid her down on his bedroll. He covered
her up with a blanket and sat down next to her, rubbing her back.
Laura was exhausted and fell asleep soon afterward.

Sam looked down at her, and shook his
head. “I can’t believe she had us all fooled so good!”

“Well,” corrected
Dalton.

“Well, what?” asked
Sam.

“Fooled so well, not so
good.”

“Of course it’s not so
good. If she could fool us, hell, anyone could!” Sam expressed his
annoyance.

“Never mind,” sighed
Dalton. He’d never been able to get Sam to understand the basics of
English grammar, and right now, he was too tired to keep trying. He
told Jack and Sam to go ahead and sleep; he’d wake them if he
needed them. Dalton sat up for the rest of the night, his guilt and
anger at himself a gnawing pain in his stomach. Why hadn’t he
realized that she was a girl when he’d spanked her the first time?
He could still hear that high-pitched screaming that Sam had teased
her about. He wondered how old she was, probably no more than
fifteen. She’d been through a lot in the past couple of days, but
he was determined that things would go easier for her now. His
mother had always yearned for a daughter, and maybe Laura would fit
right in…


























Chapter Three




Laura awoke to the scents of burning wood and
fresh coffee. Stretching out her legs, she winced as pain coursed
through her. Dalton put his tin coffee cup down on the wagon bed
and walked over to her.

“Laura? Are you all right?”
Laura sat up to see him looking down at her.

“No.” Her voice was little
more than a whisper. “My legs hurt really bad.” He swore under his
breath at the pain in her expression; he could have given her some
liniment last night. He always carried it in his saddlebags because
the ranch hands were continuously getting cut by thorns or barbed
wire as they worked. He quickly retrieved the little green jar and
brought it to her.

“Here, rub this on anywhere
it hurts. You’ll feel better.”

Laura took the jar and put it on the
ground. “I have to freshen up somewhere, first.” She rubbed her
eyes on her shirtsleeve and then blinked up at Dalton. He studied
her features in the daylight. He hadn’t noticed the large green
eyes fringed with long, dark lashes before; she’d kept her face
hidden under that hat so well. Her expressive eyebrows were finely
arched, and her full lips were pink against her dust-streaked skin.
She was a beautiful young woman, and he wondered again how he’d
ever thought her to be a boy.

“Oh.” Dalton realized she’d
been waiting for him to say something. “You need some privacy.” He
called to Jack and Sam to ride off for a bit so that Laura could
take care of her needs. As soon as they’d gone, Laura got up and
hurried over to the group of trees, and Dalton turned the other
way. She soon returned and sat down by the fire, covering herself
with the blanket as she tried out the liniment.

”Ooh, this stuff smells
horrible!” she exclaimed, wrinkling her nose.

“Stinks,” Dalton
automatically corrected.

“Yes, it’s awful.” She
winced as she began to rub the ointment on. Dalton didn’t bother to
explain what he’d meant, as Sam and Jack were now riding back up.
Jack poured himself a cup of coffee, and went to the wagon to bring
back some biscuits and dried ham. He passed them around, but Laura
declined the offer; her hands were covered with liniment. She
pulled her pants back up under the blanket and stood up. “It does
feel a lot better, thank you.”

Dalton nodded to her, rolled up his
bedding, tied it to the back of his saddle, and mounted his horse.
Sam simply threw his bedroll into the back of the wagon before
climbing up to the driver’s seat. Jack doused the fire, got up on
Brownie, and started riding north. Laura put her hand up to her
tangled mass of braided hair, and looked around for her hat. She
finally found it on the ground behind the wagon, and placed it
firmly on her head.

“Say, you don’t need that
hat anymore, Laura,” said Sam.

“It belonged to my friend,
Robby. He was killed by the Indians back there.” The hat didn’t fit
without her hair underneath it, so she stuffed the braids back up,
and resolutely climbed into the back of the wagon.

Dalton watched her push Sam’s bedding
down into a small space on the floorboards, and sit down on it. He
wondered if she still had an aversion to riding there. “Laura,
we’re only a few hours from home; would you rather ride with me
instead of in the wagon?”

Laura glared up at him and replied, “I
don’t think my backside would be very comfortable on that
saddle.”

Her icy tone startled Dalton. He
nodded curtly and rode off, urging his horse to a fast trot to
catch up with Jack. Sam flicked the reins and Sonny began to pull
the wagon. They rode in silence over the rough ground, and the
rocking of the wagon soon lulled Laura to sleep. Dalton rode back a
few times to check on her as he mulled over the present situation.
Apparently Laura wasn’t just a sweet natured little girl, as her
comment to him had revealed. He’d let it pass, since she’d been
through so much over the past few days. He wasn’t one to allow
anyone to speak to him in that manner, though, especially not
someone younger than him. He’d been brought up to respect his
elders, and he fully expected others to do the same. He understood
that Laura might resent him for the switching, but she’d brought it
on herself by taking the horse without an agreed-upon sale. Even if
he’d known she was a girl, he would have punished her in a similar
manner. It was just the shock of discovery and the baring of her
buttocks to the men that had made him feel sorry for her. If she
decided to stay with his family, he’d have to make a few things
clear to her, and soon.

Laura opened her eyes as she heard
Dalton say her name. She was still in the back of the wagon, but
there were many large oak trees towering above her. She didn’t see
anyone and sat up quickly, wondering where they were. Dalton was
standing beside the wagon, holding his hand out to her.

“We’re at the ranch, now.
Let me help you get down.”

She took his hand to stand up, and he
steadied her as she stepped to the back edge of the wagon. He
easily lifted her down to the ground and she leaned against him
unconsciously as she looked around in awe. Lush green grass
carpeted a lawn that stretched out for several acres, and the
surrounding landscape was dotted with oak, maple and pine trees.
The “ranch house” was actually a mansion of two stories, built of
solid wooden logs that met in precise angles. On the long front
porch stood a man and a woman who looked to be in their fifties. As
she stared, the woman raised her hand and gave them a tentative
wave. She felt Dalton wave back, and she put her hand up as
well.

“Come and meet my parents.”
He gently pushed her forward, and she looked down at herself,
suddenly realizing how odd it must seem to his parents, seeing
their son standing so intimately close to a young boy. Blushing,
she pulled her hat off and shook her head, her braids swinging
about as they approached. Dalton’s mother’s wave became much more
animated. Laura heard Sonny whinny behind her, and looked back to
see Sam clucking at him to pull the wagon toward a very large barn
about fifty yards away.

As they reached the house, Dalton
stepped ahead of her to hug his mother, who laughed and cried in
happiness. “Well, you’d think they’d been gone for years instead of
just a month,” said Dalton’s father. He looked askance at Laura,
but she didn’t know how to introduce herself, and just stood dumbly
until Dalton seemed to remember that she was there.

“Mom, Dad, this is Laura…”
He paused, and she realized that he didn’t know her last
name.

“Laura Winston. It’s very
nice to meet you,” she said, and held out her hand.

Dalton’s father took her hand and
brushed his lips against the back of it, as Dalton said, “Laura was
traveling with a wagon train that was attacked by Indians, but she
hasn’t explained any of the circumstances to us yet. We found her
dressed as a boy and hiding in a tree.”

Dalton’s mother immediately took her
by the arm and led her into the house, fussing over her like a
mother hen. Dalton soon found himself lugging hot buckets of water
to an upstairs guest room, at his mother’s insistent request. He
hadn’t even had a chance to relieve himself after the long ride
yet.

Laura was in heaven. She floated in
the hot scented water, moving only to wiggle a toe or two in pure
pleasure. She felt very lucky to have run across this lovely
family, and she hoped that she could stay here a while. Mrs.
Garrison was so sweet and loving, and was already hinting that she
had no daughters and had always wanted one. Laura wondered if she
could be that daughter. She felt a pang of regret for her own
parents, but realized that her mother would have wanted her to find
a new home. She slid down and submerged herself entirely, holding
her breath as long as she could and enjoying the feeling of
weightlessness, as she’d often done as a child. Mrs. Garrison
entered the room a few seconds later.

Dalton, a few doors down, had been
happily preparing for his own long soak, when he heard his mother’s
frightened scream. He ran to the guest room to see her staring
horrified at the big copper-lined tub. Laura was completely
underwater, and not moving! Dalton rushed over, grabbed her under
the arms, and hauled her up, jumping back in surprise as she
spluttered and splashed about like a caught trout.

“What the hell are
you doing?!” she screamed at him, covering her breasts with her
arms and drawing her knees up to her chest. Dalton opened his mouth
to speak, and then shut it firmly, gave her a damning look, and
stomped out of the room.

Mrs. Garrison stood waving her hand in
front of her face and breathing hard. “Lord, child, we thought
you’d drowned! I mean, you were floating in the water, completely
still; Dalton was only trying to save you, and…” She sat down
weakly in a chair by the fire.

“Oh,” said Laura very
quietly, and managed to look a little sorry. She started to wash
her toes with a bar of lavender scented soap, concentrating
intently on the task. As she imagined the scene unfolding in her
mind, she couldn’t help but find it amusing, and she burst into
giggles, laughing helplessly as she leaned weakly against the side
of the tub. She laughed so long and hard, that Mrs. Garrison
started to smile, and then to snicker, and soon both women were
convulsed with laughter.

Dalton angrily stripped off his
clothes and stepped into the huge tub in his dressing room. He
tried to imagine a reason that the girl would play dead underwater,
but could come up with nothing. Then he heard the laughing, and
then the snorting and guffawing began, floating down the hall to
his burning ears. He began to scrub himself vigorously, taking his
anger out on his own hapless skin. Then the image of Laura’s naked
body suddenly appeared in his mind, and he smiled to himself as he
began to think he’d had the better side of the joke. He wondered
how she’d hidden those beautiful, full breasts under her
shirt…

Dalton pushed his thoughts away as he
realized that she was too immature for him to think of in that
manner. She was probably only fifteen or so, and although many
girls married at that age, Laura’s behavior seemed quite childish
in comparison to the young women he knew. He remembered her
attacking Sam as if they’d both been young children. No, he’d have
to think of her as a little sister if she were to stay
here.

Laura sat straight up in the chair by
the fire as Mrs. Garrison brushed out her long hair. No one had
done this for her since before her parents had died. She thought of
her personal maid, Amy, and felt sad that her aunt had dismissed
her as soon as she’d moved in with them. Mrs. Garrison brushed
tirelessly until Laura’s hair was dried and hanging softly down to
her waist in gentle waves. Then she helped Laura put on some
clothes that she’d had in an attic trunk, from when she was younger
and thinner. They fit fairly well, but were no longer in fashion,
of course. Laura looked at herself in the full-length oval mirror,
and was satisfied that at least she looked female again.

“You’re beautiful,” Mrs.
Garrison exclaimed, still fussing over her. “I’m so glad Dalton
brought you home to us!”

Laura thought she’d better explain her
circumstances before Dalton’s mother got the wrong idea. She told
the woman everything that had happened to her in the past year,
except for the fact that she had an aunt in Montana. She told her
about running away from her aunt and cousins who were so horrible
to her. She saw Mrs. Garrison’s anxious expression as she described
Dalton’s ill treatment of her, while he thought she was a
boy.

“I was wondering why you
had those marks on your legs. Poor dear, do they still hurt
much?”

“No, ma’am. Dalton gave me
some liniment, and it’s been fine since then.”

“I’m so sorry that my son
did that to you!” Mrs. Garrison looked like she was about to
cry.

“Oh, no, please don’t be
sorry. He really did think I was a boy, and that I’d stolen Jack’s
horse. It wasn’t his fault at all!”

“I suppose not,” her face
relaxed a little. “You’ve been through so much distress, Laura, why
don’t you lay down and rest for a while? I’m going to go down and
get supper started.”

“Oh, no, I feel much better
now; let me help you in the kitchen.”

“I won’t hear of it.
Besides, we have a housekeeper, Mrs. Sanders, who does most of the
menial tasks; I just plan the menu and oversee a few
things.”

“All right, then. Thank
you, Mrs. Garrison, for helping me get freshened up. I feel like a
new woman.”

“How old are you,
Laura?”

“Eighteen, last month,” she
lied. She had just turned seventeen.

“You look younger than
that. If you take good care of yourself, you’ll always look younger
than your age.”

“Well, I’ve spent the last
five years trying to look older, but I’m sure you’re right.” Mrs.
Garrison smiled at her and left. Laura took a deep breath and spun
around in a circle, feeling happily cared for, even if it was only
temporary. Walking over to the bay window with a cushioned seat,
she sat down and looked out across the beautiful yards. She saw
Jack and Sam carrying a large crate from the yard to the house, and
remembered it being on the back of the wagon she’d ridden in.
Cattle grazed in a pasture behind the barn, and the two colts were
frolicking in an attached corral. To the right side of the house
was a beautiful gazebo covered with flowering vines. Laura turned
back to her room. Well, it wasn’t really hers, but she could
pretend for a while, couldn’t she?

She got up and sat on the edge of the
canopied double bed. The mattress was soft and springy, and she
looked underneath it to see a framed box of metal springs. How
ingenious, she thought, and sat back down to bounce a little. The
feel of it was irresistible and she was quickly on her knees in the
middle of the bed, bouncing harder. Then she got up onto her feet,
and jumped up and down a little. This was quite fun; she’d never
had a bed this resilient before! Laura jumped higher and her head
grazed the canopy’s silky cloth. She jumped from her feet to her
knees and back again. She jumped up and landed on her back, then
onto her feet again. She pounced onto her hands and knees, and then
sprung to her feet. She let herself fall buttocks first, then tried
to land on her knees, and then she heard a discreet cough. Laura
jerked her head toward the sound and saw Dalton standing in the
doorway, his arms folded across his chest, and a mocking look on
his face.

“My mother tells me that
you’re eighteen years old,” he stated quietly and then paused a
moment. “But I don’t believe it.” He smiled and left the room as
Laura jumped off the bed.

“Well, I am!” she yelled
out the door to his retreating back. Jack came up the hall just
then, and stopped to stare at Laura.

“My God!” he
gasped.

Laura looked down at her disheveled
dress and hastily tried to smooth it out. “What’s the
matter?”

“Nothing! I just… I just
hadn’t seen you as a woman, that’s all!” He gave her a big smile.
“Nice to meet you, Laura.” Putting his hand out for hers, he took
it and gently kissed the back of it. Laura felt very flattered and
wondered why Dalton hadn’t been surprised at her changed
appearance. Then she blushed as she remembered him hauling her up
from the tub; he’d seen entirely too much of her as a female, and
she hoped he’d soon forget that incident.

“It’s very nice to meet
you, too, Jack,” she laughed, and took her hand back.

“Shall we go down to the
salon before supper?” Jack put his arm out, and she took it,
letting him escort her downstairs. Mrs. Garrison saw them coming
down the main stairway, and rushed up to straighten Laura’s hair
down her back.

“My goodness, child, what
have you been doing?”

“Jumping, ma’am.” Mrs.
Garrison flushed a little, but made no further comment as she led
Laura to the salon, leaving Jack trailing behind them. Sam was
sitting at a piano bench, plucking a few keys absent-mindedly,
while talking to his father. As Laura followed his mother into the
room, she saw Sam’s eyes widen when he caught sight of
her.

“Laura?” He stood up as she
approached, and his mouth hung open in disbelief as she curtsied to
him.

“For God’s sake, Sam, close
your mouth,” said Dalton, from his position by the mantel across
the room. He held a drink in one hand and a cigar in the other. Sam
shut his mouth, bowed to Laura, and then sat back down at the
piano.

“Do you play, Sam?” Laura
put her hand on the piano’s mahogany lid and stroked its smooth
surface appreciatively.

“No, well, not very well. I
really wasn’t much of a student. Do you?” Laura shook her head, not
wanting to reveal her proficiency now, when she was getting more
attention than she wanted just by being female. She’d actually been
playing since she was only five years old, and was considered very
talented. She used to play for her parents’ acquaintances, but it
seemed so long ago. She felt suddenly sad, remembering her
wonderful childhood up until a year ago.

“Dalton has all the talent
in this family,” she heard Mr. Garrison say. She smiled at him, and
then turned to Dalton.

“Would you play something
for me? I love to hear the piano.” Dalton looked like he’d rather
wrestle an alligator than play for her, but he reluctantly crossed
the room and sat down next to Sam, who quickly moved over. Dalton
began a simple rendition of ”Fur Elise”, and although Laura’s
fingers itched to play, she sat down in a cushioned chair to
listen. He finished and made as if to leave, but Laura said, “Do
you know Tchaikovski’s “Concerto in A Minor?” She herself had
learned this piece for her first recital.

“No.”

“How about a Mozart
fantasia?”

“No.”

“Anything else of
Beethoven’s?”

Dalton sighed, realizing he wasn’t
going to get away so easily from her veiled challenges, and
stretched his arms before launching into a rousing rendition of the
second movement of the Moonlight Sonata. Laura was impressed. She
listened very carefully for any mistakes, but heard only one
throughout the five-minute performance. When he finished, everyone
clapped enthusiastically, including Laura. Dalton stood up, gave a
bow, and went back to his cordial and cigar. Mrs. Garrison soon
announced that supper was ready, and they all filed into the dining
room.

“That was wonderful
playing, Dalton,” Laura told him as they sat down across from each
other.

“Thank you.” He smiled at
her, and this time she saw that it was for real. She wasn’t sure
why he’d seemed so annoyed with her. Except for her fake drowning,
she didn’t know what could have bothered him so. She hoped she’d
soon get a chance to talk to him privately, so she could explain
that she hadn’t meant to frighten anyone. She didn’t know why it
was so important to her that she was in his favor.

Laura looked around the table as the
food dishes were passed. Mr. Garrison sat at one end of the table,
his wife at the other. Dalton and Jack were across from her and
Sam. The food was delicious, and Laura complimented Mrs. Garrison,
on her right, on every dish. The older woman blushed and kept
saying that she hadn’t cooked it, but Mr. Garrison said that it was
her recipes that she’d taught Mrs. Sanders to prepare. Laura
enjoyed the general camaraderie all around her as she hurriedly
stuffed herself with chicken and potatoes.

“Laura, could you eat any
faster?” asked Dalton with a straight face.

Laura didn’t understand his dry humor.
“But I’m already eating fast.”

Sam laughed, and she suddenly realized
that Dalton had been joking. “Sorry, I’m practically starving!” she
said. “The only real meal I’ve had since I left St. Louis about two
weeks ago, was at Della’s.”

“Oh, you poor dear, eat all
you like, we have plenty to spare,” said Mrs. Garrison, patting
Laura’s arm. Laura smiled at her.

“You stopped at Della’s?”
asked Dalton’s father.

Laura looked around her as Dalton gave
a brief summation of their visit to the saloon. The dining room was
not pretentious; although a crystal chandelier hung sparkling over
the table, the décor was modest and cozy. She liked it very
much.

The meal was over all too soon, and
they all retired to the salon again for a nightcap. Mrs. Garrison
sat down by the fire to read a letter, Laura took a chair in the
corner, and Sam sat on a long sofa with Mr. Garrison. Dalton poured
everyone a brandy except for Sam and herself; they were given some
hot tea from a tray Mrs. Sanders brought in. Laura sipped at hers,
but it wasn’t what she wanted, and she decided to just
ask.

“Mr. Garrison, would it be
all right if I had some brandy?” Dalton coughed loudly at her
request, and Laura glanced at him, remembering his direct order to
her at the saloon just yesterday. Apparently, he didn’t want her to
drink as a woman, either. Well, she thought, it really wasn’t his
decision, and she very much wanted to try another drink; the beer
had been delightful.

Mr. Garrison smiled congenially at
her, and nodded his assent. He’d heard that she was eighteen years
old. Laura sat waiting expectantly for Dalton to pour her a glass,
as he’d done for the others, but he simply stood at the mantle
talking to Jack. Mr. Garrison was talking to Sam and hadn’t noticed
Dalton’s failure to be a host.

Laura got up and went over to the
liquor cabinet. She picked up a crystal decanter and a glass, and
carefully poured herself a drink. Dalton gave her a stern look as
she stood beside him and brought it to her lips. It smelled like
black licorice. She watched Dalton take a big swallow of his drink
and she followed suit, choking violently as the burning liquid
seared her mouth, her tongue, and her throat all at once! Coughing
and gasping, she spat out what was left, and the glass slipped out
of her hand to the hearth, where it shattered into a million
sparkling pieces. Mrs. Garrison jumped up and stood trembling, her
dress and slippers covered with shards of glass. Dalton pounded on
Laura’s back as she tried to breath, while Mr. Garrison grabbed a
small whiskbroom and began to briskly brush his wife’s clothing.
Laura finally drew a deep, wheezing breath and tried to push Dalton
away. She could hear Sam laughing uproariously at the whole scene,
while Jack tried to calm his mother.

“Stop pounding on me!”
squealed Laura, at last able to speak.

Dalton stepped back with a look of
concern. “Are you quite all right now?” His solicitude seemed
insincere to her, and she seized the decanter that she’d poured her
drink from and held it out to him.

“What kind of liquor is
this?” she demanded.

“It’s bourbon whiskey,
eighty-proof,” stated Dalton, his tone condescending.

“Sam, would that be
considered a brandy?” asked Laura angrily.

Sam shook his head no, still laughing
too hard to speak.

“You deliberately let me
drink this… this poison!” accused Laura, oblivious to Dalton’s
darkening expression. Mr. Garrison was now listening in, his wife
having left to change her dress.

“What’s all this about?” he
demanded, stepping up to Dalton.

Laura looked at Mr. Garrison’s stern
countenance and immediately felt contrite. “I’m sorry, Mr.
Garrison, I didn’t mean to break that glass, it just slipped when I
was choking, and…”

“Of course you didn’t mean
to break it, dear,” he said, his features melting into concerned
empathy. “Now, what were you saying about poison?”

“Um… well… Dalton didn’t
pour me a brandy, and so I poured my own, only it wasn’t brandy, it
was bourbon whiskey, and it burned my throat…”

“Dalton, you let her drink
the bourbon, thinking it was brandy?” Mr. Garrison glared at
Dalton.

Dalton seemed unaffected by his
father’s angry tone, and calmly replied, “I didn’t stop her from
drinking the bourbon, and I have no idea if she thought it was
brandy or not.”

“Why didn’t you stop
her?”

“Dad, you said she
could have a drink, so why would I stop her?”

“You knew I didn’t
know what it was!” Laura was further enraged by Dalton’s calm
reasoning, and she continued, “You even gulped yours so I would
copy you! And then you pounded on my back forever!”

“Why would you do these
things?” Mr. Garrison turned back to Dalton as Sam finally stopped
laughing to listen, fascinated.

“Dad, I could hardly have
been aware of her not knowing what to select. She had a beer at the
saloon yesterday, and I told her not to drink again. I was angry
just now that she defied me, so I gulped my drink instead of
yelling at her. Then I patted her back while she was choking,
thinking it would help.”

Mr. Garrison’s frown relaxed. He put
one hand on Dalton’s shoulder and one on Laura’s. “I think this is
all a big misunderstanding. Now, next time, Dalton, please give
Laura some guidance in making her selection. You don’t need to tell
her what to do; she’s eighteen years old. Laura, Dalton would never
do anything to seriously harm you, so I doubt that he meant for you
to copy his gulping of the drink.”

Laura had her doubts, but she felt bad
about causing an upheaval just a few hours after her arrival here.
“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, Mr. Garrison, and I’m sorry, Dalton. I won’t
cause any more trouble, I promise.”

Mr. Garrison took Laura’s hand and
patted it. “Why, you haven’t caused any trouble! Why don’t you go
upstairs and see to Mrs. Garrison, dear? I’m afraid she was a
little upset.”

Laura apologized again and hurried up
the stairs, much relieved. She knocked on Mrs. Garrison’s bedroom
door and entered at her bidding. The lady was lying on her bed in a
quilted robe, with a wet cloth to her forehead. Laura explained
what had happened, and told her she was sorry.

Mrs. Garrison smiled. “Dalton is used
to ordering his brothers about, so he expects younger people to
just obey him. I’ll have a talk with him tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Garrison.
I don’t want to cause any difficulties here, and I’ll try very hard
to not bother Dalton. I really appreciate him, bringing me here and
saving me from who knows what, after the Indian attack. But
sometimes I just lose my temper and say things I don’t
mean.”

“You’re very young, Laura,
and it takes years to learn to control your temper. I’m glad you’re
here with us.”

They said goodnight, and Laura went
into “her” room and picked out a book of poems to read by the fire
for a while. Later, as she lay in bed, she heard Dalton’s door shut
loudly, and she hoped he’d soon forget this newest incident. She
got up, and crept quietly down the stairs and out the back door to
the outhouse. In St. Louis, a lot of people had indoor water
closets connected to foul-smelling cesspools. Laura’s father and
uncle had both installed one in their cellars, and she hadn’t had
to use an outhouse in years, except since she’d left her uncle’s
house two weeks ago. This one didn’t stink too badly, and she
cautiously sat on the wooden seat to relieve herself. Then she went
back up to bed and fell into a deep sleep, the comfortable mattress
cradling her softly.

Laura awoke to a loud knocking on the
bedroom door. She rubbed her eyes and sat up. The sun was shining
through the window and she squinted at the clock on the fireplace
mantel. It was nine o’clock. Laura groaned, threw back the covers
and shivered in the cool morning air. She’d left the window open
last night and the fire had died some hours earlier. She only had
on a thin nightshift that she’d found in Mrs. Garrison’s trunk. The
knocking came again, and she hurried to the door, opening it just a
crack. “Yes?”

“Laura, get up and get
dressed. My mother’s been waiting all morning to talk to you.”
Dalton’s tone was impatient and annoyed.

“Huh?” She peeked through
the crack to see him standing in the hall, dressed in a black and
gray riding outfit. It was obviously tailored to fit him, and
outlined his muscular physique perfectly. He wore a black western
hat on his head. “Ooh, don’t you look the gentleman,” she giggled,
admiring the view.

Ignoring her teasing, he tersely
continued, “Laura, you’ve already missed breakfast, and my mother
didn’t want you disturbed, but we’re all going to town, and I for
one, am tired of waiting.”

Laura didn’t like his attitude.
Apparently, his mother hadn’t talked to him yet. “Oh. Well, I guess
I’ll get up in a little while, I’m too tired right now.” She
smiled, shut the door, and started to turn the lock, but jumped
backed in surprise as it opened up abruptly and Dalton stepped into
the room. He shut the door and moved purposefully toward her as she
backed up against the wall, covering her chest with crossed
arms.

“What the hell are you
doing, Dalton? You can’t come into a lady’s room like this! I’m not
even dressed!”

He towered over her as he put one arm
on each side of her, his hands on the wall behind her. She looked
up into his steel-gray eyes. “Laura, don’t think that because my
parents seem to adore you, that you can get away with anything you
please.”

Laura pressed herself against the
wall, her heart racing. She could smell the clean scent of him, and
his body radiated warmth. She glared back, not wanting him to know
how intimidated she felt. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,”
she began, but he cut her off quickly.

“You do know, and you’d
better straighten up. The world doesn’t revolve around your wishes,
and you can find that out the easy way or the hard way.”

Laura could still feel the effects of
the switching he’d given her, and the memory of his strong arms
manhandling her made her blush. “I…I’m just tired, Dalton. But I’ll
get ready if you insist. I’m not trying to get away with
anything.”

“You’re not? What about
last night in the salon? You knew I didn’t want you to drink; yet
you did it anyway. You went against me and tried to make my father
think that I was in the wrong. You used him, Laura.”

Laura hung her head in shame, knowing
he was partly right. She certainly hadn’t expected to be brought up
on the matter so soon afterward, though. Dalton was obviously not
one to put things off. “I’m sorry, Dalton,” she mumbled to his
chest, “but when you told me not to drink, you thought I was a
little boy. I’m not a little boy, I’m an eighteen-year-old woman,
and like your father said, I should be able to make my own
decisions. I didn’t use him, I just… I just lost my temper, and…”
She held her breath, waiting for his response.

“You can call it what you
want, but I won’t put up with your manipulations.”

Laura cringed inside at his perception
of her. “I wasn’t trying to manipulate anyone! I just thought you’d
let me choke on purpose, and it made me mad!” She looked up at him
anxiously, but his stern gaze didn’t change.

“You say you’re eighteen,
but I don’t believe it for a minute. You act like a child. My
parents are so desperate to have a daughter that they’ll overlook
your faults, whatever they may be. They’re planning on offering you
a home here and if you decide to stay, then you’d better be a part
of the family and not try to tear us apart.”

Laura felt tears come to her eyes. She
realized that he wasn’t being mean or malicious; he just wanted to
keep peace in the family. “I’m… I’m sorry, Dalton. I didn’t mean to
cause… I didn’t mean to make your father mad at you…” The tears
spilled over then, running down her cheeks, and he pulled her into
his arms to hug her, his warm body irresistible to her chilled
skin.

“All right.” He rested his
chin on the top of her head. “All right, Laura, I believe you.” She
felt safe and secure as she listened to his steady heartbeat, until
he spoke again. “I helped raise my brothers because my father was
gone away a lot, and I was the one who bandaged their wounds, broke
up their fights, and dealt out their punishment when needed. If you
stay here, I’ll be treating you just like a little sister, and that
means I’ll look after you, and protect you, but I’ll also spank you
if I have to.”

Laura pushed away from him and glared
up at his surprised expression. “You can’t do that! I’m not a
child, I’m a woman! And I’ll make my own decisions, and your mother
said she’d talk to you about telling me what to do, and your father
would never let you spank me!”

She knew it was the wrong thing to say
as soon as it left her mouth, and he gripped her upper arms hard as
he leaned down close, his silver eyes flashing. “Don’t even try it.
If you play my parents against me, you’ll be one very sorry young
woman! Now, I’ve warned you, and everything that happens from now
on is of your own choosing!” He let her go abruptly, and she weakly
leaned back against the wall as he turned and stalked to the door.
His last words were, “Remember that” and then he was
gone.

Laura stood shaking for another minute
before she hurriedly threw on the dress from the day before and ran
a brush through her hair. She found fresh water in the pitcher and
a chamber pot beneath the bed. As she finished getting ready, she
seethed over Dalton’s words. She couldn’t believe that he intended
to boss her around and punish her if she disobeyed. Why, her father
had never treated her so, and she’d been a very good daughter to
him. Dalton wasn’t even the father here! She didn’t want to cause
trouble, but she didn’t want to bow to his arrogance, either. She
didn’t want him to think bad things about her, but she knew she’d
do whatever she had to, to prevent another spanking at his hands.
Maybe she should just go on to her Aunt Faith in Montana, like
she’d originally planned. She felt that if she stayed here, there
would be nothing but trouble, as Dalton seemed to believe. As much
as she desired a family again, she had no business messing up
someone else’s.

Laura skipped down the stairs,
determined that no one should know of the exchange between her and
Dalton. She merrily said hello to Sam in the living room and then
went into the salon. Mrs. Garrison and her husband were sitting in
there with Jack as Laura burst into the room and sat down in a
nearby chair, her hair swinging around behind her.

“Good morning!” She smiled
at them all as they returned her greeting. Mrs. Garrison seemed
especially pleased to see her.

“Laura, you must be
starving. I’ll have Mrs. Sanders bring in some tea.” Laura realized
that she was in fact, very hungry, and smiled her
thanks.

“Now, dear, I hope you
don’t mind, but I’ve told Mr. Garrison everything that you told me,
and we’ve been trying to find a solution to your estrangement from
your family.” Laura nodded seriously, and waited patiently for her
to continue. She knew what was coming, and steeled herself to tell
them no, that she had an aunt in Montana to go to. Nevertheless,
when the question came, she was unprepared for her own reaction to
their generosity.

“I think that we should
contact your uncle and get his permission for you to stay with us,
that is, if you’d like to.” Laura felt her motherly concern, and
was overwhelmed with longing to belong to this family; everything
was happening so fast. As if reading her mind, Mrs. Garrison added,
“I suppose this is a little shocking to you, so quickly after we’ve
all met.” Laura looked around at the three eager faces. They wanted
her, as Dalton had said, and they didn’t care that they knew so
little about her. Laura saw the yearning in the older woman’s eyes,
and she knew she couldn’t disappoint her.

She thought for a moment, and
answered, “Mrs. Garrison, I would love to stay here with your
wonderful family. I’m sure my uncle would agree to it, because he
never wanted me there, but he has control of my inheritance until
I’m twenty-one years old! How would I be able to pay for my food
and clothing and things?”

Mrs. Garrison stood up and crossed the
room to sit next to her. “Laura, dear, my husband and I have always
wished to have a daughter. We would be so happy to have you stay
with us! We would treat you just like our own. We’ll feed you and
clothe you, and hire a tutor for you. We only ask in return, that
you try to be our real daughter; in fact, we’d like to legally
adopt you until you come of age.” Laura felt tears well up in her
eyes, and she looked down at her hands in her lap,
embarrassed.

“Um…I…I would love to be
your daughter, but only if I can repay you something, when I turn
twenty-one and get my inheritance.” Then she was caught up in Mrs.
Garrison’s arms, her face pressed against her ample bosom, as
everyone expressed their happiness over her decision. She felt
overwhelmed with love from these people she had known for only a
day. As Mrs. Sanders brought in the tea tray, Laura realized that
the only dark cloud was Dalton, whom she felt would not be happy at
all about this.


Chapter Four




Dalton assisted Laura into the carriage, and
she turned to sit on the opposite seat. He held fast to her hand,
though, and pulled her down next to him. She glared up at his
mocking smile, thinking that he wasn’t going to miss a single
chance to exert his supposed authority over her. Mr. and Mrs.
Garrison entered next and sat across from them. Then Jack climbed
in, and Laura had to scoot over very close to Dalton to make room
for him. The carriage shifted as Sam climbed up to drive the
horses, and her shoulder rubbed against Jack’s, while her thigh
pressed up against Dalton’s. A warm tingling sensation in her leg
made her wonder why she reacted this way only to him.

Laura felt both guilty and elated as the
carriage began to roll. After she’d agreed to stay with the
Garrison’s, they’d had a family meeting, and Mr. Garrison had
announced to everyone how Laura would be introduced to their
friends and acquaintances. They’d cleverly devised a history that
Laura’s mother had been a friend of Mrs. Garrison’s back east, and
had wanted her to care for Laura if the need ever arose. Mr.
Garrison had decreed that they would all go to town together to
introduce their new family member, and to start the legal
preparations for her adoption. His wife had eagerly added that she
wanted to purchase new clothes for Laura. Dalton had sat quietly
throughout the discussion, occasionally catching Laura’s eye with a
somber look.

Laura was eager to wear pretty
dresses again, but she didn’t want a lot of money spent on her,
despite Mrs. Garrison’s enthusiastic generosity. As the carriage
rolled along, she could feel the disapproval emanating from Dalton
at her side, as if he now considered her an unwanted charity. Her
conflicting emotions warred with each other, increasing the
apparent animosity between her and Dalton. The ride seemed very
long as his parents idly discussed mundane matters, and every
little bump in the hard-packed road jostled Laura’s elbow against
Dalton’s. She couldn’t see out the windows very well, and finally,
she quietly asked Jack if he would trade places with her. He
quickly agreed, they moved accordingly, and Laura struggled to hide
her mirth as she pressed her nose against the glass. She glanced at
Dalton only once; he was glaring at her. Perhaps she
was capable of escaping
his control without hurting anyone else. She only had to be
creative, and take any opportunity to advance herself in the secret
game.

Laura soon became absorbed with the beauty of
the vast ranges with their rolling hills, rippling grasses, and
sparsely scattered trees. She saw herds of cattle, thousands of
them, and Mr. Garrison began to tell her a little about the cattle
business, seeing her interest. Laura listened attentively,
fascinated by the subject.

The scenery changed as they passed a few
outlying farmhouses upon nearing the town. Laura saw horses, goats,
and sheep in fenced pastures. Then they approached a large grove of
shade trees, and turned onto the town’s main street. Laura was
surprised at the many small shops, restaurants, and saloons they
passed. Sam pulled the carriage to a halt, and Dalton and his
father got out and went into a lawyer’s office. Then Sam drove a
little further, to the dressmaker’s. Mrs. Garrison and Laura
alighted, assisted by Jack, and entered the shop.

The next two hours were spent in a whirlwind
of measurement taking, pinning, and choosing the materials for
Laura’s new clothes. The seamstress, Mrs. Miller, was a large,
cheerful woman, who fussed and primped over Laura, exclaiming upon
her beauty and apparent charm. There was one ready-made dress that
fit her well, and Mrs. Garrison insisted that she keep it on for
the rest of the day. It was made of pale green cotton sprinkled
with tiny yellow flowers, with ribbon beneath the breast line.
Laura twirled around, feeling the full skirt flow around her. Mrs.
Garrison tied a matching yellow ribbon in her hair. Laura
eventually tired of all the activity, and sat down on a bench in
the front room while Mrs. Garrison and Mrs. Miller chatted. The
warmth of the sun through the display window and the droning sound
of the women’s voices soon lulled her to sleep.

Mr. Garrison’s lawyer drew up the papers
needed to start the adoption proceedings. Dalton and his father
went next to the postmaster to mail Laura’s uncle a letter
informing him of the Garrisons’ proposition. Then they went to the
bank to withdraw some cash, and to a favorite café for coffee.
After a while, Dalton volunteered to go and see if the ladies were
finished yet. As he reached the small shop, he could see Laura
through the window, sitting on a bench with her head back against
the wall, apparently sleeping.

Dalton smiled to himself as he stepped quietly
through the open door. She really was quite pretty in that new
dress. He could barely picture her masqueraded as Lonnie just
yesterday; they seemed two different people. He watched the slight
rise and fall of her breasts as she slumbered. She looked so
innocent in sleep, but he knew better. She was young, impetuous,
and had a reckless nature that begged to be tamed. Left alone,
she’d soon become a spoiled, manipulative bitch under his parents’
doting indulgence. It was now his responsibility to keep that from
happening, and he knew she’d resist at every turn. It would be a
long, exasperating struggle between the two of them, but he
welcomed the challenge. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d
looked forward so much to just getting up in the morning. As he
watched her sleep, he noticed a brightly plumed hat on a nearby
display, and had a rare moment of mischievous
temptation.

Laura awoke to a violent fit of sneezing. She
brought her hands to her face to cover her mouth, and felt a
handkerchief being pressed into her hand. Grabbing it and scrubbing
at her itching nose, she saw Dalton standing in front of her,
grinning widely at her discomfort. Then she saw the feather in his
hand. She burst into laughter as the scene appeared in her mind,
her sleeping soundly on the bench and him sneaking up to tickle her
nose. Dalton laughed with her, and the older ladies came out from
the sewing room to see what was going on. Dalton greeted Mrs.
Miller, who put out her hand and blushed as he kissed the back of
it. Laura stood up and they all talked for a minute, as Laura began
to feel a peace settle between Dalton and herself. They soon took
their leave, with Mrs. Miller promising to deliver several outfits
to the ranch on Monday afternoon.

Dalton went to get the rest of the family, and
Laura and Mrs. Garrison waited in the shade of a huge oak tree for
their return. A tall young man approached them, warmly greeting
Mrs. Garrison, and then Laura, as she was introduced. His name was
John Westmore, and he owned the bank and several small shops in
town. Laura perused his sandy blonde hair, blue eyes, and charming
smile. His lips lingered on the back of her hand, and she blushed,
feeling a bit uncomfortable under his appreciative gaze. Mrs.
Garrison didn’t seem to notice as she quickly informed John of
Laura’s new position in their family. He seemed genuinely pleased
for them, and promised to see them all tomorrow at church. He began
asking Laura what hobbies she enjoyed, and she almost said that she
played piano, but stopped herself just in time. She saw Sam driving
the carriage toward them, and they all said their good-byes as it
pulled up.

Laura waited for Mrs. Garrison to be assisted
into the carriage, and then climbed up easily before anyone could
help her. Jack was sitting next to the far window, and Dalton began
to move over for her to sit by the near window. She glanced to her
left and saw a small space beside Mrs. Garrison. There she sat,
putting her hand on Mrs. Garrison’s arm. The older lady moved over
a little, smiled at her, and patted her hand as the carriage began
to roll. Laura stared out the window again, feeling Dalton’s gaze
boring into her. She refused to look his way, knowing she was
deliberately disturbing the peace. She enjoyed their mutual
teasing, but she was not about to submit to any controlling
maneuvers on his part, no matter how insignificant they seemed. She
soon became sleepy again, and dozed off as they gently bumped along
the well-traveled road, her head falling against Mrs. Garrison’s
shoulder.

Laura felt herself being lifted up by strong
arms, but was too exhausted to wonder why. Dalton carried her into
the house, up the stairs, and gently laid her on her bed. She
immediately curled up on her side, still sleeping, as he stared
down at her for a few moments before quietly leaving the
room.

He changed into denim jeans and a cotton
shirt, and went out to help Sam start the long process of breaking
in the colts they’d brought back from their trip. Sam was already
out at the corral beside the barn, holding the smaller colt by the
halter it had become used to while being led behind the wagon.
Dalton attached a rope to the colt’s halter, and began to teach Sam
how to gain the horse’s trust as they led it to halter. Dalton’s
training method was based on clicking his tongue at the animal in
training, at precise moments, in order to guide it toward desirable
behaviors. He never gave the horse a treat until the lesson was
over. He despised some methods used by other ranchers to train
their horses, such as beating the animal into submission, or
bribing it with treats until it became an annoying seeker of
handouts. Sometimes he used a long stick to tap the ground behind
or beside the animal as a warning, but he’d never resorted to
hitting a horse. Soon they had the colt walking around in a circle,
then trotting, then walking again. Dalton reached up to pat its
neck, and it stood patiently, having learned to trust his presence.
Sam watched intently, for he would soon begin the training with the
other colt, under Dalton’s direction.

As he was talking to Sam, Dalton saw Laura
walking down from the house in her new green dress. Her hair flowed
out behind her in the gentle breeze. He felt a sudden longing to
run his hands through the silken strands, and he quickly suppressed
the thought. She was going to be his little sister, and he couldn’t
afford to think of her in a romantic way. He watched in disbelief
as she climbed up on top of the wooden fence to sit. He led the
colt through another exercise, and then jumped as Laura called out,
“Hey, can I try that?” The colt stopped dead still, perking up its
ears and listening. Dalton clicked his tongue once, and it started
walking again. He clicked twice and the colt stopped. Dalton gave
it a carrot from his pants pocket, and then, handing the lead rope
to Sam, he walked over to where Laura sat perched on the top
rail.

“Laura.” He nodded at her and she
smiled at him, her eyes almost level with his. “Please don’t yell
when I’m working with the colts. It interrupts the learning
process, and sometimes it can scare the animal.” He kept his voice
calm, certain she hadn’t done it on purpose.

“Oh!” Laura’s cheeks flamed, and
she slid down to the ground. “Sorry, I didn’t know that.” She
walked away toward Sam, intending to pet the now-frisky colt.
Dalton watched her, sure that the animal would shy away, but to his
surprise, it calmed and allowed her to scratch its ears. He hadn’t
seen her petting the two colts from the wagon as they’d traveled
home. He walked over and told Sam to bring out the other
colt.

“What’s his name?” Laura wanted to
know.

“We haven’t named him yet,” said
Sam. “I was thinking of ‘Dusty’, because of his color.”

“How about ‘Silky’? Or ‘Snuffles’?
He’s just so adorable!” Sam gave her an incredulous look, and shook
his head. He led the colt away, and Laura followed him. “I want to
lead him back. Can I do it? Please?” Sam looked at Dalton, who
nodded his head.

“All right. Here.” He handed the
rope to Laura, who grinned like a toddler with a piece of candy,
and cautiously led the colt into the barn. Sam followed her and
showed her how to stable him. Then he showed her how to brush his
coat down, and left her to get the other colt. Laura brushed and
petted the horse for a long time, finally unhooking the lead rope
and shutting the stall door behind her. She watched Sam and Dalton
with the other colt for a while, and then asked again to try it
out.

“Laura, we only have two colts to
train right now. Each one has its own master. We don’t want to
confuse them by having different people training them,” Dalton
patiently explained. She looked so crestfallen, that he added, “Why
don’t you just watch and learn, and someday we’ll get you one of
your own to train.” Brightening at this, she went back to the fence
rail to watch. The horse training process seemed to fascinate her,
Dalton mused. He knew a neighboring rancher whose wife trained
horses, so it didn’t occur to him that most young ladies did not
indulge in that sort of man’s work. Laura watched patiently until
they’d finished with the new colt, and then followed them into the
barn while Sam stabled him.

“Dalton, I want to learn to ride.
Will you teach me?” she pestered.

“All right. When I have time, I’ll
give you a lesson or two.” He took his hat off and ran his fingers
through his thick, brown hair. “Right now, we need to clean up for
dinner.” Laura smiled her thanks and went to pet the colts while
Dalton and Sam washed up under a pump outside the barn door. She
soon breezed past them and skipped away up the gently sloping lawn
toward the house. Dalton’s eyes followed her. Full of questions and
curiosity, she wore her emotions on her face, and was really more
like a little girl than a woman.

Laura washed her hands and face outside the
kitchen, and hurried in to see if she could help Mrs. Garrison.
Mrs. Sanders was basting butter onto an almost-done turkey, and
Laura said hello to her. “Yer Mum’s in the salon,” she told Laura,
having been informed of Laura’s new position in the family. Laura
thanked her and went to the salon.

“Oh, my goodness! What happened to
you?” Laura looked up innocently as Mrs. Garrison spoke, and then
down at herself. Little fine horsehairs covered her new dress, with
pieces of straw clinging to the fabric here and there.

“Oh, I was just brushing down one
of the new colts,” she told the woman. “They’re so adorable, have
you seen them?” Mrs. Garrison shook her head no, and sighed
loudly.

“Now what will you wear to the
service tomorrow morning?” She looked beside herself with worry,
and Laura began to feel a little guilty.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t think
about what I was wearing out there.” Mr. Garrison, reading a
magazine on the sofa, looked up to see what was going on. Dalton
and Sam entered the room just as Mrs. Garrison was pointing out the
ruined dress, and Dalton couldn’t help chuckling as he noticed the
hair and straw all over Laura.

“Son, this not a laughing matter,”
Mr. Garrison stood up and began to lecture Dalton again. “Your
mother’s very upset because the girl won’t have anything to wear to
church tomorrow. Why did you let her play with the horses?” Laura’s
eyes grew wide as Dalton again caught the brunt of her
mischief.

”Dad, she’s eighteen and can make
her own decisions, remember?” His tone was respectful but firm, and
his father nodded almost imperceptibly as Dalton continued, “Come
on outside, Laura. Mom, hand me that whiskbroom. I think we can get
all this hair off.” Laura gullibly walked out onto the front porch,
eager to escape from the minor crisis she’d caused.

Once outside, Dalton took her by the arm and
led her to the gazebo. Laura hurried to keep up, grateful for his
intervention. Beneath the flowering vines, he told her to stand
still while he began briskly sweeping her dress with the little
broom. He started with her shoulders and then brushed her sleeves.
Laura stood as still as a statue, unsure if she liked the
sensations he was causing. It felt like a cat’s tongue every time
it swiped her skin. He suddenly stopped, handed her the broom, and
gestured to her chest area. She grinned and brushed herself off
while he turned the other way. Then he took it back and brushed out
her skirt, pulling the material away from her as he
worked.

Laura began to feel silly, standing there like
the colt they’d groomed earlier. “Dalton, wouldn’t this be easier
if I had the dress off? I mean, I could do this later, after I
change for bed.”

“Probably,” he replied, and pushed
her hair over her shoulder to whisk the horsehair from her back.
“But this is more fun.” With that, he suddenly whacked her bottom with the little
broom. She jumped away, squealing and laughing.

Dalton stopped and stood still for a moment,
grinning at her. Then his smile slowly faded as he told her, “I
believe you owe me something.”

Laura’s eyes grew wide. “I… I don’t owe you
anything!” She looked around her, feeling very nervous as she
realized that they were very much alone. Her eyes flew back to
Dalton, who seemed deep in thought as he tapped the whiskbroom
against his thigh. He reminded her of a lion she’d once seen in a
zoo, waiting patiently for his prey, while his tail flicked back
and forth in anticipation. Laura began to back away from him, but
he suddenly dropped the broom and caught her around the waist,
pulling her toward a bench along the wall. She felt like a trapped
mouse as he sat down and grabbed up her hands.

“Dalton, what are you doing?” she
squealed. He didn’t bother to answer her rhetorical question; he
just smoothly pushed her over his knees, pulled her dress up over
her shoulders, and rested his hand on her lower back.

“Oh! Let me up!” Laura struggled to
rise, but couldn’t move from underneath his strong arm. She twisted
around and tried to pull her dress back down, but he tilted her
forward, forcing her to let go and brace herself with her hands.
“Stop it!” she yelled.

“Shh! Do you want anyone to see you
like this?” asked Dalton calmly. Laura shut up instantly and
stopped struggling. She most certainly didn’t want anyone to see
her like this! It had been bad enough as a boy with pants on, but
now…

“Now, you’re going to answer some
questions and then we’ll go in to dinner like nothing’s
happened.”

“No, let me up!” Laura cried
softly, but was presently afraid to move. She could feel his rock
hard thighs beneath her, and the intimate contact made her face
tingle with embarrassment.

“Now,” he said, and Laura winced as
his tone became very stern, “Did you tell my father that I let you
play with the horses?”

“No! I didn’t tell him anything of
the sort!” Dalton slapped her five times, hard, on her right bottom
cheek. She muffled a squeal into her dress sleeve, and kicked her
feet up. She still had on her drawers, but the smacks really
stung.

“Are you sure you didn’t tell him
it was my fault in any way?”

“No! I promise I didn’t!” He
spanked her five times on the left cheek. It didn’t really hurt
that much, but she was acutely embarrassed by her position over his
knee. This was very different from the quick justice he’d delivered
when she was dressed as a boy. She felt an invisible energy flowing
between them, that both frightened and excited her.

“All right, then, I believe you.
Now, this is for moving away from me in the carriage on the way to
town.” He slapped each cheek four times, as she squirmed and kicked
her feet harder. Somehow, it had been easier to just hold onto her
hat and suffer. “And this is for refusing to sit by me on the way
back from town.” He slapped her with more force and she heard
herself whimper with each stinging blow. “And this is for getting
horse hair all over your dress and upsetting mother!” Dalton lit
into her then, and Laura bit her lip to keep from crying out as his
hand whacked her poor cheeks soundly twenty or more times. Her feet
kicked futilely as her skin began to burn, and tears filled her
eyes. Finally, he stopped and pulled her up to sit on his lap.
“Now, little girl, don’t play games with me, because you’re not
going to win.”

Laura hastily wiped her eyes with the back of
her hand as she willed herself not to cry. Her hands were shaking,
she was breathing too fast, and she didn’t trust herself to speak.
She felt an unreasoning desire to throw her arms around his neck;
she wanted him to hold her close, but she knew she would cry if he
did. His physical presence was suddenly overwhelming, and she
jumped up and smoothed her dress back down, sniffling and coughing
until she’d regained her composure. Dalton stood up, took out his
handkerchief, and wiped away a stray tear on her cheek. She stared
up at him, blushing in embarrassment, and then took his proffered
arm as he led her back to the house. She ran up the stairs to her
room and washed her face with the cool pitcher water, as anger
began to course through her. He had actually dared to spank her!
Why did he think he could control her like this? Why did he even
want to? Rubbing her buttocks, she promised herself that she’d get
revenge somehow, and then she stepped out into the hallway to go
down to dinner. Dalton was just leaving his room, and turned back
as he saw her come down the hall.

“Wait a minute,” he said, and took
her arm, propelling her back into her room. Her heart raced; what
was he going to do now? She cringed as he picked up her hairbrush
from the dresser, but he turned her around and began to brush out
her hair, quickly and efficiently.

“You’ve got pieces of straw all
over it,” he admonished. Laura stood stiffly as he tended her, not
quite believing he was performing a maid’s task. Then he put the
brush down, marched out of the room and down the hall, and bounded
down the stairs while she stood bemused in her doorway. She would
never figure him out. He was alternately rough and gentle, dominant
and giving, serious and playful. Laura walked slowly down to the
dining room and took her place at the table, sitting very
carefully. She glanced up at Dalton’s smirk, and her anger returned
full-force. Why did he find it so amusing that her bottom was
aching?

Mrs. Garrison was very happy to see that the
dress had been cleaned, and no one remarked about Laura and Dalton
coming late to dinner. Laura felt hungry as they passed the food
dishes around, but she was in a hurry to get up from her sitting
position. She wolfed down her food in a very unladylike fashion,
while Mrs. Garrison eyed her anxiously. Dalton gave her several
stern glances, but she refused to acknowledge him. Annoyed, he
finally spoke up.

“Laura, please don’t eat so
fast.”

“Why noth? I’m hungwy,” she said,
with a mouth full of turkey, never meeting his gaze. She picked up
her drink and took a huge gulp.

“Mother, don’t you think she should
use better manners?” Dalton spoke again.

His mother coughed discreetly, and then said,
“Dalton, she’s just barely arrived. Give her time to settle in; I’m
sure she’ll remember next time.”

Laura continued to stuff herself with mashed
potatoes, taking huge spoonfuls and swallowing them whole. Sam
began to laugh quietly and she glared at him and started to work on
her peas.

“Laura, you’re just making a
spectacle of yourself,” Dalton lectured her, thoroughly
disgusted.

“Dalthon,” she said, still chewing
the peas, “don’th look ath me then.” She finished them off, took
another drink, and swallowed hard. Sam was still snickering beside
her, but she ignored him. “May I be excused, please?” she
questioned Mrs. Garrison, who silently nodded her assent. Laura
bolted from the room, went directly to the salon, and began
sniffing the various liquids in their decanters. One smelled like
fresh peaches and she poured herself a small cordial. She sat in
the most comfortable chair and leafed through a book of poems for a
while. Sipping on the tasty drink, she smiled to herself in
satisfaction. The war was on again, and this time, she’d be
smarter.























Chapter Five




Dalton hadn’t come into the salon the previous
night, and Laura had spent an enjoyable evening sipping her cordial
while playing cards with Sam and talking to her new parents. She’d
risen early this morning and was the first to the breakfast table.
She was ready and waiting to go to church before Dalton had even
come downstairs.

The church service that morning was lovely,
and she was introduced to scores of family friends and neighbors,
all of whom welcomed her warmly. The ride to and from the little
church had also been pleasant, as Dalton had volunteered to drive
the carriage.

After they returned home, Laura helped Mrs.
Sanders bake cookies and a cake for Sunday dinner. Laura loved to
cook, and had often helped her mother make treats for the nearby
orphanage over the years. Having no brothers and sisters, the
orphaned children had been her closest friends. The irony of her
present state did not escape her understanding. Her aunt and uncle
had never let her go back to visit over the past year, though,
viewing the children as beneath them. Laura had sent secret
messages back and forth with the groom, but had not been in touch
with them since she’d left town two weeks ago. She told all of this
to Mrs. Sanders and Mrs. Garrison, who sat at the little kitchen
table writing out recipes as they all worked.

“Do you suppose I could write to
them, Mrs. Garrison?”

“Well, of course, Laura, why don’t
you sit down here and write them a nice long letter, and we’ll post
it next time we’re in town?” She patted the chair next to her, and
Laura eagerly sat down, reaching for pen, ink, and
paper.

“Thank you, Mrs.
Garrison!”

“Laura, why don’t you call ‘er,
‘Mum’?” asked Mrs. Sanders, smiling at them.

“Mum?” the word sounded foreign to
her, but she really couldn’t bring herself to call the lady
‘mother’ or ‘mom’. Her own mother’s memory was still fresh and
vibrant in her mind.

“I’d like that, dear,” said Mrs.
Garrison, beaming her encouragement.

“All right then, Mum it will be.
It’s a lot easier to say than ‘Mrs. Garrison’.” Laura picked up a
quill, dipped it, blotted it, and began her letter.

“Oh, you have such beautiful
handwriting!” exclaimed Mum.

Laura blushed and thanked her as she continued
to write about all the things that had happened to her since she’d
been gone. She addressed the envelope with large, crooked letters,
to hide her identity from the local postman who gossiped daily with
her aunt. Dinner was almost ready, and Laura went out to the privy.
She saw her three new brothers working with the colts in the
corral, and decided that she’d join them after dinner. After
washing upstairs, she went into the salon and poured herself
another peach cordial. The taste was addictive, she mused as she
swished the liquid around in her mouth. It made her feel calm and
relaxed, even when Dalton was nearby. Usually, her pulse sped up
and her lips became dry if he was even in the same room with her.
He affected her like no one she’d ever met, and a palpable tension
arose between them from just a glance at each other. Everyone else
in the family was warm and friendly to her, and she reflected upon
the irony of Dalton’s animosity; he’d been the one who brought her
here. She heard the three men come into the house to clean up, and
she sat demurely on the sofa with the poetry book.

Mr. Garrison came in first and she asked him
if he would play a game of chess with her. He happily accepted the
invitation, and they set up the pieces on a beautifully carved
marble chessboard. The pieces were stored in a red velvet case,
with separate compartments for each member of the set. Laura soon
found that he was a very good player, and she concentrated harder
on her strategy, still daintily sipping on the cordial. Dalton came
in and sat beside her on the sofa, studying the board, and Laura
momentarily lost her concentration as his pleasantly fragrant
cologne enveloped her senses. She willed herself to focus on the
playing pieces, and dismally realized that Mr. Garrison would have
her in checkmate in only three moves. Mrs. Garrison came in just
then, and paused by the game in progress.

“Hello, Mum,” Laura greeted her,
and saw Mr. Garrison look up in surprise at her words. Mum smiled
her acknowledgement, and sat down in her favorite chair by the
fireplace.

Mr. Garrison moved his bishop in instead of
his knight, apparently having forgotten his plan of attack. Laura
jumped on the error, moving her rook between his bishop and
knight.

“Darn it!” exclaimed Mr. Garrison,
just as Sam and Jack came in.

“You know how to play chess?” Sam
stared at Laura, impressed.

“A little,” she allowed, frowning
at the playing board. She would be playing much better, she
thought, without all the interruptions. Mr. Garrison put her in
check with his knight, and she had to move her king over a space.
Laura gulped down the rest of her drink and put it on the table.
She saw that Mr. Garrison could still win if he moved his bishop in
now.

As he reached for the piece, Laura said, “Mr.
Garrison, could I call you ‘Pa’?” He froze and looked down at her
imploring expression. “I mean, it’s a lot easier than saying ‘Mr.
Garrison’ all the time, and Mum thought I should have a name for
you as well…”

“Of course, Laura! I’d be delighted
for you to call me ‘Pa’! Or ‘Dad’, or ‘Father’, it doesn’t matter
to me.” He folded his hands together and beamed at her.

“How about ‘gullible’?” Dalton
muttered it so low that only Laura could hear him. She pressed her
foot upon his as she smiled back at Mr. Garrison.

“I like ‘Pa’,” she said, and added,
“Thank you, Pa.”

Pa looked down at the board and hastily moved
his knight back to its original position. Without delay, Laura
brought her rook in and very quietly said “check”. Pa stared at the
board for a long moment, wondering why he’d made such a foolish
move with his knight.

“Dad, that’s not only check, it’s
checkmate,” Dalton stated dryly.

“Oh, is it?” exclaimed Laura,
grinning up at him in mock innocence.

“Yes, you’ve beaten me thoroughly!
Very good, Laura, I’m proud of you.” Pa sat back in his chair and
picked up his cigar case, as Laura began putting the pieces
away.

“I’ll play you a game,” said
Dalton. Laura stopped still, her queen in her hand, and looked
warily up into his steely gaze.

“Dinner’s ready!” called Mrs.
Sanders from the hallway, and Laura gratefully placed the queen in
its place in the red velvet box and closed the lid. Mr. Garrison
closed his cigar case, took his wife’s hand, and left the room.
Laura stood up to leave, but Dalton blocked her way as the others
strolled out to the dining room. She backed away around the chess
table as he idly picked up her empty cordial glass.

“You know, Laura, I don’t really
mind these silly little games you play, flaunting bad table manners
and distracting my father,” he said as he turned the glass in his
hand, “But this drinking is going to stop.” He made a fist around
the glass and gazed sternly into her startled
expression.

She whispered loudly, “You can’t stop me from
drinking! Pa doesn’t mind it.”

“I mind it.” He took a step toward
her and stopped. “Apparently our little meeting last night didn’t
make an impression on you at all. The next time I catch you alone,
I’m going to pull those underclothes down and tan your backside for
real.”

Laura blushed as the image flashed before her
eyes, her naked buttocks under his firm hand. Anger surged through
her mind at his audacity. “No, you won’t! I’ll tell Pa! He won’t
let you!” She glared at him and tried to get around him to leave,
but his fingers bit into her upper arms as he pulled her to face
him.

“If you use my father to thwart me,
I’ll make your life a living hell!”

“You’re forcing me to! I have no
other choice than to use whatever protection I can find!” Laura
spat at him, and then recklessly added, “You’re the biggest tyrant
I’ve ever met!” as she jerked away from his grasp and ran out of
the room. Reaching the dining room, she slowed down and tried to
look nonchalant as she entered. She’d lost her temper again, and
was already regretting it. All eyes were on her as she sat down
with her cheeks flaming and tears in her eyes.

“What’s the matter, dear?” Mum put
her hand on her shoulder, and Laura picked up her napkin to hide
her face. She didn’t know how explain it without making Dalton look
like an ogre. She didn’t even know why she should care if she
slandered him. He came into the room and sat down across from
her.

“Laura, please tell us what’s
wrong,” Mum’s tone was very concerned. “Is it your family, do you
miss them?” Laura nodded her head behind the crisp linen cloth,
grateful for the excuse. She sniffed once, hastily wiped her eyes,
and put the napkin down as Sam passed her a bowl of green
beans.

They all filled their plates, Pa gave the
blessing, and everyone started eating except Laura. She stirred her
green beans while trying to keep them separate from her corn. She
could feel Dalton’s eyes burning through her lowered lids, and she
furtively glanced up to see that her intuition been right. The hell
with him, she thought, and started mixing her green beans with her
corn. She suddenly wanted to blurt out that he’d spanked her, and
was threatening to do it again. She wanted to hear Pa lecture him
on the evils of tormenting young women. She wanted to slap his face
or kick him in the shin, or…

“Laura, please stop playing with
your food.” Dalton’s voice carried across the table to her as she
realized that on her plate was one big multicolored pile of Mrs.
Sanders’ culinary efforts.

“May I be excused, please?” she
asked Mum in a very quiet voice. As much as she wanted to tell on
Dalton, she just couldn’t do it. Mum nodded her head sadly and
Laura left the room, going straight to the comfort that the peach
liqueur offered. Gulping down one glassful, she poured another and
took it to her room. She locked her door and lay down on her big,
beautiful bed, trying to think of how she could avoid Dalton and
still interact with the rest of her new family. She didn’t
understand why he couldn’t just accept her as she was; everyone
else had. Eventually her distress faded and she grew bored and sat
up, feeling the bed spring back a little. Smiling, she kicked off
her shoes and bounced up and down, toes first, knees first,
buttocks first, then back to her knees, and then she was tumbling
to the floor as the bed frame finally gave out with a loud
crash.

Seconds later she heard heavy pounding up the
stairs, and then on her bedroom door, and she reluctantly got to
her feet to open it. Dalton, Pa, Jack, and Sam all crowded into the
room to see what had happened. Laura stood quietly by, her arms
crossed over her chest as they inspected the damage. She knew she
was really in trouble now, and her heart raced in anticipation of
Pa and Dalton’s reaction.

“What happened?” asked Pa, “Are you
all right?”

“Yes, sir.” She stared at the
broken bed frame. “I was… I was jumping on the bed… I’ve never had
a bed with those metal springs before…” Laura felt a tear fall down
her cheek. “I’m sorry, Pa.”

Sam started laughing before anyone else could
speak. “Jumping on the bed! Ha! The last time I did that, I was
about eight years old, and Dalton tanned my hide good!”

Laura turned pale as she stuttered, “B-but
Dalton s-saw me do it the other night! He didn’t tell me not to! I
didn’t know the bed would break…”

“Dalton, why didn’t you tell her it
was dangerous?” Pa started in on him right away, as Laura listened
in disbelief, “She could have gotten hurt when that bed
broke!”

Dalton stared at his father a moment, and then
to Laura’s amazement, he sighed and said, “I don’t know, Dad. I was
so surprised at the time, that I just wasn’t thinking right, I
guess.” He gave Laura an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, Laura.” He
turned away from her astonished expression to leave the room. “I’ll
go get the toolbox and fix the bed.” Everyone left the room then,
and Laura went to her window to watch Dalton walk across the yard.
She’d never figure him out, she told herself yet again.

A little while later, she sat on her window
seat and watched Dalton hammering on the bed frame. He’d taken off
his jacket and had on only a short-sleeved cotton shirt. As he
worked, his muscles contracted and stood out as if sculpted from
clay. Laura could see why he’d been so easily able to hold her down
when he’d spanked her. She felt an unfamiliar twinge cross her
abdomen when he picked up the end of the bed, his biceps bulging,
and his neck cords standing out. She suddenly wanted him to pick
her up like that; she wanted to run her hands over his broad chest,
and she wanted to be held in his powerful arms… Laura shook her
head in wonder. She’d never been interested in brawny men before;
what in the world was wrong with her? Besides, he was now her older
brother, and a tyrant as well! She got up and went downstairs to
the salon.

Pa smiled at her as she entered, and said,
“Laura, I talked to Mark Stanley at church this morning, and he’s
willing to come by three days a week to tutor you.”

Laura let this sink in, not sure that she
wanted to be tutored. She had attended school until she was
sixteen, and had learned all that the little public institute had
to offer to young women of her standing, which was somewhere
between rich and middle class. “Who is Mark Stanley?” was all she
could think of to say.

“He’s the local schoolmaster. He
said he could come in the late afternoons, after he’s through with
the children.”

“Oh.” Laura poured herself a peach
cordial and sat down on the sofa.

“He’ll be coming tomorrow around
four o’clock to give you some tests, so he can find out where to
start with you.”

“All right. Thank you, Pa.” Laura
smiled at him but groaned to herself. She hated tests, and she had
no desire to go back to book learning. She wanted to learn how to
break colts and ride horses. She wanted to learn more about the
cattle business. Smiling again, she asked Pa how many head of
cattle he owned. This launched the man into a long description of
how the animals were herded up every spring to count and brand
them, before the drovers took them to the railroads. Laura listened
intently until she heard Dalton’s voice at the doorway.

“Pa, we’re going out to the social
at Pete Robertson’s ranch.” Dalton was wearing a handsome gray suit
with a necktie.

“You look nice, son,” said Mum as
she glanced up from her book in front of the fireplace.

“Are Sam and Jack going with you?”
asked Pa.

“Yes. We’ll be back before
sundown.”

“Can I go?” Laura couldn’t resist
asking, even though she hadn’t been invited. Dalton looked
disapprovingly at the glass in her hand, and she brazened it out,
smiling at Jack who’d come up behind Dalton.

Mum spoke up though, “Laura, you don’t have
anything to wear. After Mrs. Miller comes tomorrow morning, you’ll
have a few more dresses to go out in.”

Laura felt like pouting, but she waved goodbye
to the men, and went back to questioning Pa about ranching. After
her third drink, she decided to go out and visit the colts for a
while.

“Mum, what happened to the clothes
I was wearing when I got here?” she asked, not wanting to sully her
only dress again.

Mrs. Garrison looked up absentmindedly. “Ask
Mrs. Sanders, dear. She’s probably laundered them by
now.”

Laura excused herself from the salon, and
hurried to the kitchen to find the housekeeper. Mrs. Sanders had
thought they were Sam’s clothes, and had delivered them to his
room. Laura thanked her and went up to find them. Soon she was
dressed to play in the barn, and she braided her hair in one long
plait down her back. She skipped down the stairs to the kitchen to
get carrots, and then out the front door, oblivious to the
spectacle she presented in her pants and boots. The colts were both
in the corral, chasing each other in a circle. Laura decided to
join in, and scampered over the fence to stand in the middle of the
corral. The colts ignored her at first, but when she brought a
carrot out of her pocket, they soon frolicked around her, giving
chase when she trotted away with the bribe in her hand. They played
tag, zigzagging back and forth, as she waved the treat in front of
their noses. Eventually she grew tired and let them eat all the
carrots.

Wandering into the barn, she heard a whinny,
and saw Sonny in his stall. She went over to pet him, wishing she
knew how to saddle him and ride. She imagined it would be great fun
to gallop across the range on a fast horse! Laura thought about
trying it by herself, but was really too afraid of the big horse to
attempt saddling him. Thinking that Pa might help her, she abruptly
turned and set off for the house. In her haste, she stumbled over a
bucket of water and fell down onto the dirt floor, jumping up
quickly as the water pooled around her, but her entire right side
was damp and muddy. It was a good thing she’d worn the old clothes,
she thought to herself. She watched, entranced, as the water sunk
into the ground, drawing her inebriated mind irresistibly to its
potential. She sat down in the midst of the puddle and began to
make a castle, forming the towers and turrets with great care. She
remembered going to the beach with her father many years ago, and
they’d made sand castles for hours. A fly landed on her nose, and
she swiped at it, feeling the cool mud against her face. She
remembered her mother’s mud masks, and gleefully smeared her face
with the stuff, covering everything except her eyes. She sat back
against the wall, thinking how wonderful it was to be able to spend
an afternoon pretending to be a child again. However, the alcohol
was beginning to wear off, and she felt her eyes grow heavy.
Leaning her head back, she drifted off to sleep.

Dalton and his brothers arrived back home just
before dusk, as promised. They led their horses into the barn and
began the task of settling the animals in for the night. Sam and
Jack went to their horses’ stalls on the right, while Dalton went
to his on the left. He talked quietly to his stallion, Trojan, as
he loosed the saddle girth. Trojan was a large horse at eighteen
hands, and was splendidly muscled. His skin rippled in pleasure
when Dalton lifted his saddle off. As Dalton patted his neck, the
horse’s ears tilted back and his eyes glanced sidelong toward the
opposite wall. Dalton turned to look in wonder at the sight of the
miniature castle in the drying mud on the floor. Squatting down to
view it closer, he saw in the dimming light that it was exquisitely
molded, boasting a moat and a drawbridge. Then he looked back
toward the barn door and saw the mud-encrusted figure asleep
against the wall.

“Good God!” he exclaimed
involuntarily, and Laura awoke with a start. Seeing the look of
alarm on Dalton’s face, she squealed and jumped to her feet,
thinking perhaps a snake was by her. Trojan gave a shrill whinny
and reared up, jerking the reins from Dalton’s hand. Laura screamed
in terror as the black giant danced on his rear hooves, recoiling
from the shrieking apparition before it. Dalton darted between
Laura and the horse, pushing her back against the wall. Trojan
landed on his forefeet for a split second, his flaring nostrils
spraying them with snort, and then abruptly charged the open barn
door and raced out across the lawn.

“Be quiet!” Dalton yelled at Laura,
who instantly shut up. Sam and Jack stood watching, open-mouthed,
as Laura began backing away toward the barn door. She was visibly
shaking, and stepped down right in the middle of the mud castle and
fell onto her buttocks.

“Oh! I’ve never been so scared in
my life!” she exclaimed, scrambling to her feet. “I thought your
horse was going to kill me!”

“It’s not the horse you should be
afraid of,” he clipped, stalking her slowly. Sam and Jack hung
back, having encountered this mood of Dalton’s before. Laura’s eyes
grew wide, and she spun around and fled toward the house, but she
wasn’t fast enough. Dalton overtook her before she’d traveled
twenty feet, and swung her up over his shoulder. He swatted her
upended bottom several times as he marched back to the barn. She
screamed loudly all the way, until he unceremoniously dumped her
onto a pile of straw.

“Stay there!” he ordered as she
started to get up. Seeing Jack and Sam still grooming their horses,
she decided it would be safer to do as he said. She couldn’t outrun
him, and perhaps he wouldn’t chastise her as much in front of his
brothers.

Dalton stepped outside the barn door and gave
a long, low whistle. Trojan came trotting up soon afterward, his
ears swiveling nervously. Dalton coaxed him back into the barn,
talking soothingly, and finally succeeded in stabling
him.

“What’s going on here?” Mr.
Garrison appeared in the barn door, and Laura almost fainted in
relief. She jumped up and ran over to him to explain, but stopped
short as he gasped and stared at her in wonder. “What’s this?” he
exclaimed.

“It’s me, Laura! I was playing in
the mud, and I fell asleep, and Dalton woke me up, and his horse
scared me, and I scared it, and…”

The older man stared at her in confusion.
“Laura? Playing in the mud?”

Dalton stalked over and explained everything
to his father, ending with “Dad, you’ve got to do something about
this hooligan!”

“Come now, Dalton, she’s not a
hooligan.” Mr. Garrison’s lip twitched as he fought back the urge
to laugh. “She’s just a young woman with a little spirit. Now, no
harm’s done; I’ll just take her back to the house to clean
up.”

“Dad, what kind of ‘young woman’
plasters herself with mud and scares horses?” demanded
Dalton.

“She was just playing, Dalton.
Little girls do that.”

“Dad,” Dalton began, and enunciated
every word slowly, “she is eighteen years old!”

Mr. Garrison sighed. “Son, I don’t know what
it is you’ve got against her, but quite frankly, I’m tired of
arbitrating. Now, you worry about your problems, and I’ll take care
of Laura.” With that, he held out his arm to Laura, but quickly
withdrew as her mud-caked hand reached out to take it. He cleared
his throat and walked off toward the house with Laura following
closely on his heels.

Dalton stood for a moment in disbelief. He
heard Jack begin to chuckle from the depths of the barn, and he
turned to face his brothers. “You may think it’s amusing now, Jack,
but he’s going to spoil her rotten. She’s going to be more trouble
than she’s worth before long.”

“She already is,” muttered Sam, as
he raked up the remnants of the ruined castle. Dalton turned and
marched down to Trojan’s stall to give him a vigorous
rubdown.

Laura scrubbed herself clean in the big tub
set up by the fireplace. She’d had a bit of a headache, but it was
slowly fading as the hot water soothed her. She knew that Dalton
was very angry with her now. But it hadn’t been her fault that the
horse had spooked! It wasn’t her fault that Pa had stood up for
her! And what was wrong with playing in the mud? Dalton had acted
like it was the crime of the century. Laura stood up and dried
herself, and then began to brush her hair in front of the fire. She
thought over the day’s events, and realized that she hadn’t eaten
anything since breakfast. Looking at the clock on the mantle, she
saw that it was almost time for supper. She’d better hurry and put
on one of Mum’s old dresses. It would be very nice to have some new
ones tomorrow. Her mood improved, Laura dug through the old chest
and found a simple white gown with a high neckline, a satin tie
around the waist, and a pretty ruffle along the hem. It looked like
a small girl’s dress. She smiled to herself, slipped it on, and
skipped down to the salon for a cordial.

The entire family was there before her,
apparently waiting to dine. They all stared at her wordlessly as
she reached the door. After a few moments, Pa got up and offered
her his arm on his way to the dining room. Laura smiled as she took
it and the rest of the family followed her and Pa into the dining
room. Mrs. Sanders began bringing out platters of food as everyone
took their seats. She even brought the leftover cake from dinner
earlier in the day. Laura was starving! She looked around at the
dishes; savory roasted beef in gravy, sliced potatoes in cheese
sauce, buttery carrots, freshly baked rolls, and even a salad of
garden greens and beets. Everyone passed the dishes around, and
Laura filled her plate, covering every square inch. Pa said grace,
and they all began to eat and talk. Sam and Jack told their parents
all about the social, who had been there, and anything of interest
that had been said. Dalton was silent, and Laura concentrated on
eating; trying not to be impolite as she quickly cleaned her plate
and reached for the cake.

“So, Laura,” said Sam, “Why were
you playing in the mud?”

She looked over at him disdainfully and
replied, “I wanted to.”

Sam nodded his head, as if that explained
everything, and then continued, “And why were you wearing men’s
clothing again? We all know you’re a girl, now.”

“I wanted to. I like wearing
pants.” Laura lifted her chin and raised her eyebrows at him. Sam
almost snickered, but managed to keep his expression of mild
interest.

“And why are you wearing your
underclothes to dinner?” Sam’s eyebrows rose in curiosity as his
gaze swept quickly from her neckline to her hem.

Laura felt her cheeks flush. “These aren’t
underclothes, it’s an old dress of Mum’s.” Sam shook his head at
her, and she turned to Mum. “Isn’t it?”

Mum gave her a sympathetic look, and then
gently said, “I was going to tell you later, Laura, but don’t
worry, no one minds.” Mum turned to Sam, “Sam, there was no reason
to…”

Laura didn’t hear the rest as she bolted from
the table and ran up the stairs, embarrassment flooding her senses.
She slammed her bedroom door and stared at herself in the mirror.
Well, really, it did look like an old-fashioned dress to her. How
was she to know what the fashions had been twenty years ago?
Jerking off the white dress, she pulled on the new green one and
made her way to the salon for some peach brandy to settle her
nerves. She was sipping on her second one by the time the rest of
the family began to wander in. Sam and Pa began setting up the
chessboard as Dalton poured after-dinner drinks. After passing them
around, he picked up the decanter of peach brandy and held it to
the firelight. It had only an inch of amber colored fluid in
it.

“Wasn’t this nearly full the other
day?” Dalton addressed his father, who glanced over at him. Laura
glared at Dalton, but he wouldn’t look her way.

“I don’t know. What is
it?”

“It’s Laura’s new favorite drink.
The peach liqueur that you paid Mr. Williams eighteen dollars a
bottle for last spring. Dad, she’s guzzled up an entire bottle in
just two days!”

Pa stared at the decanter in Dalton’s hands,
then looked curiously at Laura. She held onto her innocent look as
he asked, “Laura, did you drink all that by yourself?”

“Yes,” she grinned, and sipped her
drink. “I like it.”

“Well, that’s too much, dear. From
now on, please limit yourself to one cordial after supper. Try some
lemonade or tea the rest of the day.”

“Yes, sir.” Laura smiled sweetly,
and Pa turned his attention back to the chessboard. Dalton lit a
cigar, trying to hide his anger at his father’s light treatment of
the matter. Why, he actually believed that the girl hadn’t known
any better! She could spend the next three years committing new
sins and pretending she didn’t know it was wrong. Dalton’s palm
itched to teach her a lesson she wouldn’t soon forget. The last one
hadn’t made much of an impression; already she’d called him a
tyrant, gotten herself inebriated against his direct orders not to
drink, and worn men’s clothing as if it were the local fashion. He
wasn’t even counting her breaking her bed and scaring his horse;
surely, she hadn’t done those things on purpose. And all of this in
one day! Just wait until he caught her alone…


























Chapter Six




Mrs. Miller arrived early the next morning as
promised, with a carriage full of paper lined wooden crates. Jack
and Pa carried everything up to Laura’s bedroom while Mum teasingly
chided the seamstress about working so hard on the Sabbath. Mrs.
Miller told her that she’d hired three young women to help her, and
they’d all enjoyed the pleasant task. Still, Mum added a ten-dollar
note to the fat envelope that she handed Mrs. Miller, who blushed
with pleasure and tucked it into her bosom.

They went upstairs to unpack the crates, and
Laura excitedly tried on the new garments, which fit her perfectly.
She exclaimed over the soft, lacy underclothes as she rubbed them
against her cheek, having never owned such fine garments before
now. Her own parents had been quite well off, but the Garrisons
must be very wealthy to afford such luxuries. There were new shoes,
hats, and hair ribbons, and a smaller crate contained lavender
scented soaps, perfume, dusting powder, and other toiletries. Laura
inhaled the delicate scent deeply; it reminded her of the meadow
her parents used to take her to for picnics each summer when she
was very small. Impulsively, she hugged Mum and Mrs. Miller, and
danced about the room in happiness. Twirling around in front of the
window, she became dizzy and had to sit down a moment as the older
women laughed at her antics. Laura looked out toward the barn and
saw Sam and Dalton working with the colts again.

“Mrs. Miller, could my next dress
be a riding habit?” she asked, the yearning to learn to ride once
again foremost in her mind. “Please?”

Mrs. Miller looked at Mum, who smiled and
nodded. “All right, Laura, come by next Sunday after church and
I’ll have the habit ready along with a few more
dresses.”

“Thank you,” Laura gave her a
smile, but then turned her face toward the window to hide her
disappointment. She didn’t want to have to wait an entire week to
begin her riding lessons; she wanted to learn now! It just wasn’t
fair that men could do whatever they wanted in any kind of
clothing, but women had to be properly dressed for every occasion.
Laura continued to stare wistfully out the window while Mum and
Mrs. Miller chatted behind her. A movement from the side yard
caught her eye, and she leaned forward to see the lines of clothing
flapping in the breeze where Mrs. Sanders had hung them out to dry.
Her boys’ clothes were among the lot, and she smiled to herself,
beginning to plan how she would talk Mum and Pa into letting her
wear them again. She wouldn’t have to wait to ride, after
all.

“Laura, are you all right?” asked
Mum.

“Yes, thank you, I’m just
daydreaming,” said Laura, and she got up to help put all the new
things away into the wardrobe and dresser.

“Dreaming about wearing your new
finery to the next dance, I’ll wager,” beamed Mrs.
Miller.

Laura grinned and replied, “Yes, ma’am.” If
only they knew, she thought.

The three women merrily finished their chore,
and went down to the salon. Mrs. Miller left after a healthy
serving of cake and lemonade, and Laura went outside to see if the
laundry had dried. Her pants and shirt, and some of the lighter
clothing were ready, and she decided to help Mrs. Sanders by
folding them into a wicker basket. As she worked, Dalton and Sam
came up from the barn to get ready for dinner.

“Good morning, Laura,” called
Dalton, and she looked up to see him walking toward her with a grin
of amusement. “It’s nice to see you doing something constructive
for once.”

“I like helping nice people,” retorted Laura. As he
approached, she warily edged away, holding out a linen tablecloth
in front of her as if it were some sort of protection.

Dalton stopped several feet away and crossed
his arms. “What’s the matter?” he laughed, “Do you think I would
chastise you right here in sight of the house?”

“No.” Laura realized how silly she
must look, and she stood up straight and faced him. “You just make
me nervous.”

“And why is that, I
wonder?”

“You know why.” She narrowed her
eyes at him. “You threatened me, and you’re bigger than me. I would
be stupid to not be wary.”

His tone changed to a calm smoothness. “Why
don’t you just accept your punishment as due and get it over
with?”

Laura glared up at him, incredulous at his
audacity. His expression was sincere, as if he truly expected her
to comply. Her pulse raced as she angrily exclaimed, “Because, you
dolt, I’m not ‘due’ any punishment! You aren’t my father, and you
have no right to tell me what to do!” She roughly folded the
tablecloth and threw it into the basket.
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