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Christina Anne Dubois was a
pest.  A four and a half foot tall; bothersome
pest.  As fifteen year old Rafael Benoit sat as
quiet as he could in the huge oak tree, he watched his eight year
old nemesis, loudly crash through the undergrowth, yelling for
him.

“Rafe! 
Rafe where are you?  I want to go sailing with
you.  Please!”  She drew the
last word out like a whine on the wind, and it grated on Rafael’s
nerves all the more.  Most of the time, Rafe
allowed Christina to tag along with him, but lately he’d been
spending most of his time alone.  Usually Rafe
was a very outgoing boy.   He loved to sail
and living next to the Gulf of Mexico, was what most young children
did, girls and boys alike.  Most of the time Rafe
would hang out with his friends at this hour of the day, when the
sun was not quite so high in the sky and the stuffiness of the New
Orleans heat was not yet at its zenith.  However,
the young man had woken up this morning feeling like he needed to
be alone to think, and right now, with all the yelling going on, he
wasn’t getting much of that done.

Below, Christina kept
thrashing her way through the swampy undergrowth, getting the hem
of her day dress increasingly wetter and
dirtier.  Leelu would have her hide yet
again.  But if Rafe would just quit playing these
silly hiding games and just take her sailing, then she wouldn’t be
getting all dirty, not to mention hot and
sweaty.  She longed for the cool, crisp breeze of
the ocean to sweep across her skin and the sting of the salty spray
to splash her face.  Christina loved to sail and
honestly believed that to be a sailor was her lot in
life.  She refused to believe what Rafael said
when he told her that there were no girl
sailors.

“But Rafe, I want to sail
and who’s going to tell me I can’t.  Besides,
with you as my captain, I’ll be the bestest in the world, right
behind you.  Everyone will want to sail with us
because we’ll be good and kind captains.  Not
like that old crummy Barnaby.  No one likes to
work for him down on the docks.”


               
“Your maman and papa would have a fit if they heard you talk like
that.”


               
“You curse like the sailors Rafael and you don’t get in
trouble.”


               
“I’m a boy Pickles.”


               
“Don’t call me that!”


               
“Pickles, Pickles.”


               
“Stop it!  Stop it!”  Christina
flew at the older boy and almost knocked him
flat.  She struggled heartily but grew weary
after only minutes.  Tears of frustration
streaked her dirty little face and finally Rafe
relented.  Her tears always did it to him; only
because they were few and far between.  He had to
admit, Christina was a tough one, even for a
girl.

“Okay Chrissie, I’m
sorry.  Please stop crying.” 
Instead of fighting her off now, he gently held her sobbing
body.

And that memory was all it
took for Rafe to finally relinquish his hiding spot in the
trees.  “Bonjour 
Chrissie.”

She immediately swung her
little blond head upwards in his direction. 
“There you are!  I knew I’d find
you.”

“Ha!  You
never would have found me if I hadn’t called
out.”  Rafe nimbly leaped from the branches of
the moss covered oak tree and landed a few feet from
Christina. 

“Would have
too.  You can’t hide like I can Rafael
Benoit.  Admit it, you never find
me.”

“That’s because I don’t want
to pest.”  He then turned and started back
towards his house.


               
“Wait!  Where are you going?  I
want to go sailing.”


               
“Then go.”


               
“But you must come with me Rafael.  You know I
can’t do it on my own yet.”


               
“I don’t want to sail today, Chrissie.  I’m
sorry, maybe some other time.”


               
“You love to sail.  Hey, maybe Kathleen will be
down on the docks today.  I’ve seen how you get
moon-eyed over her.”


               
“I do not!”  Blushing to the tips of his dark,
black hair, he whirled around on her and
yelled.

 The tiny
little girl didn’t even flinch.  “Sure you do,
I’ve seen you stare at her like she was a big old bowl of iced milk
and you was the fat cat.”  She began giggling
uncontrollably at that.

“You just be quiet
Pickles.  You hear?  Be
quiet!”

“Rafe’s got a
girlfriend!  Rafe’s got a
girlfriend!”  She taunted him unmercifully while
again trying to match his now angry stride back towards his
home.

“Pickles, I’m warning
you.”  Christina must have sensed something
different in Rafe’s voice because she clapped her mouth shut and
trudged along behind
him. 

“You don’t have to yell at
me and call me names, you know.”

“Then leave me alone,” and
he paused for a brief moment, but then shrugged and went ahead and
called her his favorite pet name for her,
“Pickles.”  That did the trick; she stopped
following him and veered off towards her own home
sulkily.

Rafe continued on towards
the Benoit plantation house that he and his father Charles lived
in.  Rafael was born in this house, as was his
father and grandfather before him.  It was a
beautiful white monstrosity as the housekeeper Delphi called
it.  Rafe thought that was funny, because, how
could something be called beautiful and a monster in the same
sentence.  All the same, Rafe loved the house
with its huge four white pillars gracing the front and reaching all
of three stories high.  The fifteen marble steps
leading up to the massive double oak doors were swept and cleaned
daily and lined with potted ferns that grew profusely under
Tippen’s care.  Tippen and Delphi were part of
the Benoit’s household staff and had been with the Benoit’s since
Rafe’s father was a young boy.  Delphi oversaw
the  household staff while Tippen took care of
the lawns and served as personal assistant to
Charles.  It was Tippen’s expertise with plants
that kept the Benoit plantation looking as beautiful on the outside
as Delphi kept the inside.

Rafe went around to the back
of the house hoping to avoid anyone.  Usually at
this time of the day the kitchens would be empty until the heat let
up around 5:00.  And he was right, Cook and her
helpers were nowhere in sight, probably out picking fresh
vegetables.  He continued through the massive
kitchen and out into the hallway leading to the front
foyer.  Again, there was no one
around.  All of the shutters were open to catch
the breezes that occasionally swept through, and Rafe inhaled
deeply the scent of magnolias and camellias.  But
those scents brought back to him thoughts of
Christina.  She always smelled of the native
flowers and wildlife.  He shouldn’t have been so
hard on her, but he really needed his space today, and so he
trudged up the stairs to his room.

 

Meanwhile, Christina was a
few short yards away sitting on her own front
porch.  She was sulking because Rafe had been so
mean to her, but also because Leelu had seen her and scolded her
for getting her dress and knickers dirty
again.

“Your maman is going to have
fits child.  That’s two dresses this week
Chrissie!  Two!  What are we
going to do with you?  Don’t answer that, you’ll
just say something silly like let you wear cut off breeches like
the boys.  For shame to see those skinny white
legs running around here. Your maman would surely fall right
out.”

And so, Chrissie was
banished to the porch to let her hem dry out. 
She thought about some way to make it up to Rafael since she seemed
to have really made him mad.  Suddenly she heard
the nicker of a horse and was alerted to the long gravel drive in
front of the house.  Christina stood and began
running down the drive yelling at the top of her
lungs.  “Papa! 
Papa!  You are finally
home.”

“Wi
Cherie.  I am home,” Christina’s father swung
from the back of his huge brown gelding, Jax, and grabbed his
daughter up in a huge hug.  “You have grown my
little one, I should think at least two
inches.”

“Oh papa, you’ve only been
gone three days.  I can’t have grown all that
much.”

“Well, maybe
not.  But it is still so good to see you
Cherie.”

“You too
papa.”

“And how is your sweet
maman?”

“She is
fine.  She has been sleeping a lot and drinking a
lot of Candice’s tea.”

“That is to be expected
sweet Christina.  I think she drank an ocean of
it when she was carrying you in her
tummy.”

“Papa, do you think my new
brother or sister will like me?”

“They will love you
Chrissie.  You will be the best big sister in the
world.  Now come on, let’s go see about your
maman.”

 

Daphne Patrice Dubois was
truly a picture of beatific health and seven months of pregnancy
did nothing to deter from her classic beauty. 
Daphne was born and raised in Paris, but on an excursion with her
parents to the America’s ten years ago, she met and fell in love
with Philippe Stephen Dubois.  They were married
a year later in high New Orleans style.  Philippe
adored her above everything and pampered her beyond
comprehension.  Daphne was a very down to earth
woman though, and never let it go to her head. 
She loved Philippe even more now than she did ten years ago, and to
see him  carrying their daughter into her sitting
room, her heart swelled with pride and love. 
Philippe was tall and had light brown hair. His features were
lightly tanned from the time he had spent on the road these past
few days.  He was strong and fit from helping out
at the docks on his many ships he owned.

Their daughter however was
an exact replica of her mother.  Both were
petite, with blonde hair and blue eyes, but there is where the
similarities ended.  Daphne wore dresses in the
latest Parisian style and was always perfectly coiffed and
gracious.  Christina was a little hoyden, not at
all the lady her maman wished her to be.  She
couldn’t keep a dress for more than a week or two before it was
usually muddied and tattered beyond repair, or often as not, rent
in two and wore as boys breeches with hastily mended
inseams.  Daphne smiled at the child in her
father’s arms and shook her head.  “I see I have
two travel stained gentleman callers today.  Pray
tell me husband, who is this stranger you have brought along and
where is my fetching daughter?”

“Oh maman, it is
me.  Don’t you recognize
me?”

“Why no child, I thought you
must be some poor scamp from the docks your papa picked up along
his way home.”  She grinned secretly at Philippe
as he bent to kiss her first on the forehead, then sweetly on the
lips.  “I have missed you,
Philippe.”

“And I you
darling.”

“Christina, have you been
out hounding Rafael again?  He always leads you
on grand adventures through the wild.”  Daphne
plucked at her mud encased hem and wrinkled her
nose.

“Rafe and I had a fight
maman.  He won’t talk to me and he called me
Pickles again.”

“What happened
darling?  Surely it can’t be all that
bad.”

“I just wanted to go sailing
and he was hiding from me.  He told me to leave
him alone, but I wouldn’t, and now he won’t even talk to
me.”

Daphne looked at Philippe
over her daughters tow-headed curls and smiled. 
“Darling, let me tell you a thing or two about
men.  They don’t mean half the things they say or
do.  I’m sure Rafael will come to his senses and
take you sailing very soon.”

“In the meantime Cherie,”
Christina’s father said, lifting her off of the duvet where her
mother reclined, “You may accompany me over to the Benoit
plantation and apologize to Rafe while I visit with Monsieur
Benoit.  Does that sound better
Cherie?”

“Yes
papa.  I will go change and clean myself up a bit
so I won’t disappoint you or maman in front of Monsieur
Benoit.”

“You do that Cherie and
we’ll go in about an hour.”

Christina left the room and
Philippe reached for Daphne.  “Je vous ai manqué
mon amour.”

“I’ve missed you too,
darling.  Candice has been taking wonderful care
of me.  How was your
trip?”

“Very
productive.  The men from Chicago were very
friendly and they sent good tidings from your
parents.”

“That is
wonderful.”

“I have even better news
darling.  We made the merger. 
After the baby is born Daphne, we leave for
Illinois.”

“Oh Philippe, that is
wonderful.”  She threw her arms around him and
held him as close as possible without crushing her protruding
abdomen too much.  “Maman and papa will be so
happy to see Christina again and a new
grandchild.  I cannot
wait.”

“I knew you would be happy
darling, but I don’t think our little Chrissie will be too happy
about moving away from New Orleans.  It’s been
her home since she was born.”

“I know, but I think it will
be for the best.  She has been allowed to run
free here and we can’t have a young lady growing up like
that.  It wouldn’t be befitting to her future
husband.”

“Yes darling, you are right,
but we will not tell her until after the baby is born and we know
that you both are well enough to travel.”

“Yes, we should wait because
I think it will absolutely break her
heart.”

 

Rafe stared at the adorable
little blond child holding her father’s hand, walking up the marble
stairs to the front door.  So Chrissie’s father
had made it back.  He wandered what they were
doing here so soon after his arrival.  Monsieur
Dubois and Rafe’s father were very close friends, not to mention
neighbors.  It was probably
business.  Rafael was lying on his bed with his
hands under his head and his legs stretched the length of the bed
when the afore-mentioned blond child rapped loudly on his bedroom
door.

“Rafe? 
Rafe are you in there?”

He truly thought about not
answering, but then again, he was horrid to her earlier and Rafe
didn’t like being mean to anyone.  So he got up
slowly and opened the door to a smiling cherub faced
Christina.  “What do you
want?”

“Oh good, you are here,” and
she pushed her way into his room and bounded on the
bed.

“Christina, you are not
supposed to be in my rooms.”


“Why?”

“You know
why.  It’s just not
proper.”

“But I’ve come to apologize,
Rafe.  I didn’t mean to tease you earlier about
Kathleen.”

Rafe sighed and leaned up
against his door.  “I know you
didn’t.  And I’m sorry for calling you
Pickles.”

“Good then,” and she jumped
off the bed and ran to him, throwing her arms around his waist and
squeezing him in a tight bear hug.  “Promise me
you’ll always be my friend Rafe.  Forever and
ever.”

Rafe was completely taken by
surprise by the strength in her little girl’s body and even more so
by her sincere words.  He let her hold him for a
moment then gently pushed her away a bit. 
“I…”

“Please
Rafael.  Forever.  We will
always be friends and never leave each
other.”

Rafe looked into her blue
eyes and couldn’t believe that someone so small, someone so
annoying could actually cause him to promise a piece of his heart
with just a look and a few words.  “I promise
Chrissie.  We’ll always be
friends.”

“Thank you Rafe,” and once
again the strength in her tiny body, clinging to his, almost made
him cry out.  Then just as suddenly she let
go.  “Will you take me sailing tomorrow?”

               
“I guess so scamp.”  He ruffled her pretty blond
curls.  “Now come on before Delphi catches you in
here.”

 

It was exactly two months
and fourteen days later, Adam Philippe, was
born.  His big sister wrinkled up her pert little
nose, which by the way is how she came by her hated nickname,
Pickles, and said, “He’s loud isn’t he?”

“Not as loud as you were
child," Leelu said smiling down at the newborn nestled comfortably
in his mama’s arms.

“Is that true,
maman?  Was I a loud baby like
Adam?”

“Oh much louder
Cherie.  You kept me and your papa on our toes
all night long.  That was your favorite time to
yell at us of course, and then you would sleep all
day.”

“But I stopped that,
right?”

“Yes.” 
And Daphne cocked her head to the side and thought for a
moment.  “I believe you were about three months
old by the time you stopped.  Isn’t that about
right Leelu?”

“I still think she has not
outgrown it sometimes,” the women winked at each other
secretively.

“Are you sure it was that
long maman?  Three months is a long time.”
 Both women began laughing which made Adam wake
and begin his wailing again.  “I think I’ll go
find papa and see if he’ll take me for a ride on
Jax.”

“All right darling, but do
be careful”

“I will maman,” and off she
went.

Daphne smiled after the
child then turned her attention to her newest born
child.

“Have you told her
yet?”  Leelu leaned over Adam and adjusted his
blanket.

“No, Philippe and I will
tell her together tonight. We will leave in a months’ time as long
as the babe stays healthy.”

“She won’t be taking it easy
you know.”

“Yes, I’m afraid she’ll be
heartbroken.  Chicago will be a very different
world than New Orleans.”

“Yes ma’am, it
will.”

“I wish you would come with
us Leelu.”

“Oh no, ma’am, Leelu’s heart
belongs to the bayou and here is where it will
stay.”

“Well, we will miss you and
New Orleans.”

“I know you will ma’am, I
know you will.  And we will miss the Dubois
family.”

That evening, Philippe and
Daphne gathered Chrissie and decided to tell their child of the
decision they had made.  “Chrissie, will you join
myself and your maman for a stroll through the
garden?”

“Sure
papa.  Am I in trouble?”

“No
cherie!  Wait,” and Philippe smiled knowingly
down at his oldest child, “Did you do something to be in trouble
for?”

               
“Of course not papa.”  And she smiled angelically
up at him, and then took his hand to go gather her
mother.

“I don’t know if I should
believe you or not Cherie.”

“Believe
what?”  Daphne asked taking Philippe’s other
arm.

“Whether our daughter is as
sweet as she says she is.”

Daphne’s laughter tinkled
through the garden, heralding anyone listening what she thought of
their daughter‘s innocence.  Philippe and
Christina joined in as they made their way to the center of the
garden to two stone benches that circled an underground spring made
into a waterfall by the stones placed strategically in certain
areas.  Philippe and Daphne took one bench while
Christina stood over the water, looking at her
reflection.

“Chrissie, your maman and I
have something to discuss with you.  It is very
important Cherie.”

“What is it
papa?”  Christina sat on the other bench and
peered anxiously at her parents.  She thought
this a good sign her parents were taking her into confidence for
something that was obviously very important to
them.  Maybe after this, she could tell them what
she had been doing this afternoon and they wouldn’t be
mad.

“Chrissie, as you know,
before you were born, your maman and I met and lived in
Illinois.  It is where your grandparents live and
where our shipping business is posted.  How would
you like to go there, Chrissie?”

“That would be great
papa!  When do we go, I can’t wait to see
grandmaman and grandpapa again.  Will we be
traveling on one of your ships?”

“Christina, there is
something else we have to tell you about this trip,” Philippe
grasped Daphne’s hand and urged her on. 
“Darling, we’ll be staying in Chicago once we get
there.”

“Well of course we’ll stay
there, where else would we stay?”

“Your maman, Cherie, means
that we will be moving to Illinois.
Permanently.”

“But papa, what about Dubois
house, and Leelu and Parsons, and Sonny?  We
can’t leave, who will take care of everything here,” her bottom lip
began to tremble and her hand gripped the edge of the stone bench
hard.

“Cherie, just calm
down.  Everything has been taken care of.
Monsieur Benoit has agreed to buy out our plantation and extend his
lands.”

“But papa, we can’t
go.  All of my friends are
here.  And Rafe hasn’t shown me everything about
sailing yet. No papa, please.  Tell him maman we
can’t go.”  Christina threw her arms around
Daphne and began sobbing in earnest.  Daphne
patted her tiny back and cooed soothing words to
her.

“Chrissie, you will make new
friends.  Chicago is a wonderful
place.  There are tons of museums and
shops.  It is not so far removed as New Orleans
is darling.  We’ll be at the center of
everything.”

“But New Orleans is my
home!”

“Christina, Illinois will be
your home now.”  Philippe did not intend for his
voice to come across so austere, but his daughter must come to
terms with the move.  “We leave in a
month.”

“But that is surely not
enough time for me to say good bye to everyone.” 
Christina then broke her embrace with her mother and backed away
hurriedly.  “I won’t go!  I’ll
stay behind and work for Monsieur Benoit so that I may stay in my
home.”

“That is impossible
Cherie.”

“No!  It’s
not papa!  I tell you, I won’t go to stinking
Chicago!  Never!”  She then
turned and ran from the
path. 

Philippe stood to go after
her, but Daphne stopped him with a gentle hand to his
wrist.  “Let her go Philippe, She will calm
down.  I will talk to her in the
morning.”

“I knew she would take it
hard, but I never expected this.”

“We are taking her away from
the only home she has ever known darling.  All
her friends, her secret places, the ocean, it will never be
replaced.  We must make every effort to make new
memories for her.”

“We will darling, I
promise.”  And together they strolled back to the
house.

Christina, in the meantime
climbed the same old oak that Rafael had hid in only a few short
months ago.  Once seated on one of the higher
limbs, she cradled her head in her hand and began to
cry.  A million thoughts passed through her mind
as the hours flew by.  Soon, dawn touched the
horizon and Christina still stayed in the tree. 
She could hear her maman and papa and Leelu calling for her, but
she still stayed hidden.  She just wanted to be
alone.

“You wanna come down now,
Pickles?”

Christina sat upright so
fast she nearly fell from the branch.  She had
dozed at some time during the early morning hours and Rafe’s voice
startled her.

“I know you’re up
there.  No old oak tree this side of the
Mississippi has pink leaves that I know
of.”

“Go away, Rafe.”

               
“Well now, I can’t do that Chrissie.  Wanna know
why?  Because your maman came over frantic at the
crack of dawn asking if I had seen you.  Roused
the whole house she did.”  Christina could here
Rafe begin to climb the tree.  Before long, he
sat a limb opposite her.  “I heard you’ll be
leaving the bayou.”

“I’m not
either.”

“Your folks say
otherwise.  Chicago, Illinois is
it?”

“I’ll stay here with
Leelu.”

“That would probably work,
except Leelu is going back to her home out in the swamp
country.  I don’t think you’d like it
there.”

“Then I’ll stay with you and
your papa.”

“Well now, that wouldn’t be
proper, seeing as we’re not related.”

“Stop finding ways for me to
leave.  Don’t you want me to stay,
Rafael?”

Rafe smiled a sad
smile.  “Of course I do runt. 
Who’s going to be my first mate?  But listen
Chrissie, you’ve got to go up north with your papa and maman and
brother.  It’s your destiny
now.”

“No, my destiny is
here.  With you!”

Rafe looked at this child
and for once in his life, he looked beyond his meager fifteen
years, and looked deep into his soul for the right words to give
her. “Chrissie, you will go to Chicago and go to fine schools and
meet worldly people.  You’ll learn to dance with
dashing young men and sit in elegant parlors sipping tea with young
people your own age.”

“I don’t want any of those
things, Rafe.”

“You don’t now, but you
will.”

“You want me to
go.  You want me to leave so you’ll have this
whole place to yourself.  I hate you Rafael
Benoit!”  She then shimmied down the tree and ran
off towards her home crying.

 

 

It was a beautiful day a
month later as Christina stood aboard the ship that would carry her
away from the only home she had ever known.  The
docks were full of people buying and selling their fare, some of it
native, others from as far away as the Indies. 
All of this carried on around the pretty little girl with her not
noticing a thing.  In her mind she was
contemplating a scheme to sneak off the boat that she had been
banished to for the last day and a half.  All of
her family’s trunks had been stowed in their cabins or in the
ship’s hold, maman was caring for Adam in their cabin, and papa was
making sure all the arrangements had been made for the trip
north.  They were to set sail in an hour’s
time.

Christina had not seen
Rafael since the day she had told him she hated
him.  She had already said all of her goodbyes to
the staff, the neighbors, and friends.  Maybe he
was one of the reasons she was so anxious to find a way off the
boat, she just couldn’t leave like this. 
Suddenly, a familiar dark head appeared on the pier
below.  Christina watched as he made his way
toward her father’s ship, looking over the tops of people’s heads,
as if searching for something.  Not far behind
him, she noticed his father and hers also coming down the thorough
fare.  A gentle hand came down upon Christina’s
shoulder.  “It’s time to tell him good-bye
Chrissie.”

“No!  I
won’t!  Because I’m not going
maman.”  She then jerked away and flew over the
side of the ship and made her way down the gang plank past workers
still loading cargo.  One man nearly even toppled
over the side.  “Christina!” 
Daphne yelled for her daughter, watching in horror as the child
swayed precariously on the narrow slats of the gang
way.  But Christina didn’t pay her any heed, only
continued on her treacherous journey down the side of the
ship.  By this time, Daphne’s yells and the
scrambling men had gained attention on the
boardwalk.  Rafe looked up at the Dubois’ ship
line and saw Chrissie hurrying away from it.  He
began moving faster through the dense crowd. 
Several times he heard the high pitch yell of Christina’s mother,
calling for her to stop.  The fool child almost
lost her balance and slipped over the side just as she reached the
bottom.  But Christina was a much better sailor
than anyone gave her credit for and she nimbly leaped from the gang
plank to the pier in one fluid motion.  She
frantically searched for an escape route since by now, the chase
was on.  Even her father was alerted to the
commotion and was coming up quick.  Rafe found an
opening and ducked through just in time to grasp the young girl by
her dress sleeve.  She struggled like a wildcat,
even in the crowd.  Rafael wrapped her as close
as he could in his arms and held on tight.

“Chrissie, Chrissie, sshh,
please stop.”  She fought him hard, but in the
end, Rafe was just too strong.

“I don’t want to go
Rafe.  Please, let me stay with
you.”  The crowd had finally backed away and gave
them enough room for Rafe to hold her at arm’s length and stare
into her tear stained face.

“You know I can’t do that
Christina.”

“But you
can.  We can run away and hide until they’ve
gone.”  Over the top of her head, Rafe stared
into the distraught faces of both her
parents.

“No
Chrissie.  Your parents would never give up
looking for you.  They love you and they only
want what’s best for you and your family.”

Christina again wrapped her
arms tightly around the slender young man and buried her head in
his chest.  “I love you Rafael
Benoit.”

Rafe closed his eyes at her
innocent declaration and held her tight.  He laid
his own cheek upon her head and sighed.  “I love
you too Pickles.  Forever and
ever.”

“No matter
what?”

“No matter
what.  Wherever you are, just remember, I’ll
always be right here.”

“Rafe,” she whispered
softly, “I’ll pretend to get on the ship, and then slip off the
other side.  You can wait there for me with your
skiff.”

               
Rafe pushed her away gently and watched as her father came to take
her in his arms.  “Good-bye
Christina.  Bon Voyage!”  Then
because it was nearly impossible to watch the betrayal cross her
delicate features, he turned and disappeared into the
crowd.

“Rafe! 
Rafe!  No!  Don’t leave
me!  You promised.  You
promised you’d never leave me behind. 
Rafael!”

Philippe struggled with his
daughter until she gave out and finally collapsed in his arms
sobbing hysterically.  He carried her back up the
gang plank with Daphne close behind.  Several
people wiped tears from their eyes, for this was a sad day in New
Orleans.  The Dubois family were good people and
it was a shame to lose them from the great city of New
Orleans.  They would be heartily
missed.  But what broke most hearts though, was
the sight of the tall teenage boy who stood at the edge of the
crowd with tears streaming down his tanned cheeks for a tiny little
girl who had become his best friend in the whole
world.
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Chapter One


1847


Pendleton School for Young
Ladies


Chicago, Illinois


 

Christina grimaced as the
house nurse cleaned the dirt and grass from the scrapes on her
hands and knees.  Usually, the nurse was a very
gentle and kind woman, but she held no sympathy for her patient
today, as evidenced by the rough treatment of Christina’s
wounds.  Finally, cleaned and bandaged, the nurse
stood over Christina and offered her a tablet with a sip of
water.  “This will help with the aches,
miss.”

“Thank you
Allison.”  Christina smiled at the woman who was
only a few years older than
herself. 

“You're
welcome.”

“I’m really very sorry for
getting you involved Allison.  I honestly did not
think…”

“But therein lies the
problem Christina.  You did not think about any
of us.  You only thought of yourself, as
always.”

Christina had enough shame
to lower her head, but not enough to cover her smile that spread
from ear to ear.  “We did have fun
though.”

“You had fun
Christina.  The rest of us were scared
witless.”  But there was a slight twist to her
mouth, almost a smile.  “I am sorry you got
hurt.”

“Oh, it’s all
right.  I’ve been in scrapes worse than
this.”

“You do know that
headmistress will probably expel you for
this.”

“Yes.  I
am aware of the consequences.  But no offense to
you or any of my friends here, I just don’t want to be in this
school anymore.  Why do you think I keep doing
these outrageous things?  I want to be sent home
Allison.  I miss my
family.”

“Then why don’t you just
tell them.  Write them a letter saying you are
miserable here and you want to come home.”

“My mother would never allow
it. She thinks I have a long way to go to becoming a
lady.”

“Well, this sure isn’t going
to help your cause any.”

“Maybe it will, maybe it
won’t.  I guess I had better be on my way
then.”  As she stood up, a slight pain arched
through her bandaged left ankle and caused Christina to
gasp.

“Are you sure you’ll be all
right?”

“Yes, Allison, I’ll be
fine.  Really.  I just need to
walk it out a little.”  Then, as if to prove a
point, Christina walked heroically out the door, although very
slowly.  She made her way to her room she shared
with her two friends, Abigail and Susan, both of whom were out at
this hour, probably at the breakfast room. 
Christina lay down on her bed and stretched out contentedly with a
lazy smile in place.  She had accomplished
exactly what she had set out to do.  She had
gotten the school’s headmistress Ms. Blaine to finally have enough
of her antics and get upset enough to call a meeting with several
of Christina’s teachers and herself,  probably to
determine if Christina was a lost cause.  Which
that was the whole point, to get kicked out of the prestigious
school her parents insisted on her going to.  It
had been seven long years and enough was enough. 
Christina wanted her
freedom. 

A light tap at the door
caused Christina to turn and look distractedly at the closed
door.  “Come in.”


“Christina?”  The young girl
poked her head in the room hesitantly.

“Yes? 
What is it?”

“Ms. Blaine would like to
see you in her office,” the messenger relayed
timidly.  Christina did not know the young girl’s
name, only seen her a couple of times in the younger
classes.

“Thank
you.  I’ll be along shortly.” 
The girl disappeared just as quietly as she had
come.  Christina sighed and then sat up on the
bed.  She tested her ankle gently, and decided it
could stand the trek down two flights of stairs to the ground floor
and then down the hall to the headmistresses offices at the front
of the massive Pendleton Hall.

Pendleton Hall for Young
Ladies was a fairly new establishment.  It had
only been in operation for ten years and in that time it had become
one of the best finishing schools for Chicago’s finest families to
send their lovely young daughters.  Of course, in
the schools illustrious history, there had been some of the finest
young women to leave and make perfect matches to influential men
and their families.  One young lady had even
become the mayor’s  daughter-in-law and another,
a companion to the governor’s young daughters. 
Not one young lady had ever been kicked out or disciplined beyond a
strict talking too, except for Christina Anne
Dubois.

Christina was the bane of
Ms. Dorothy Blaine’s very structured life here at
Pendleton.  Ms. Blaine came from old English
stock and believed that ladies of good breeding were meant to be
seen and never, ever heard.  She was the oldest
daughter in a family of five brothers and six
sisters.  She had never married and did not
regret the decision long ago to become a teacher and finally
headmistress here at Pendleton.  The young lady
in question, Miss Dubois, was a child of
fortune.  Her family owned one of the largest
shipping lines in the state of Illinois.  Dorothy
had every intention of keeping her record clean with absolutely no
failures and if that meant closeting Miss Dubois in her room for
the rest of the school year, so be it.  In the
last year and a half, she had been able to curb most of Christina’s
antics and keep the parents out of it.  However,
this latest escapade could be her absolute
undoing.

The silly girl had actually
dressed as a young man and snuck off school
grounds.  Several other students had also been
caught assisting the young Dubois woman, but they would learn their
lesson easily enough.  It was Christina that
Dorothy was worried about.  She had called a
conference with some of the teachers and discussed a plan of
action.  The unanimous decision was to shackle
her with a chaperone permanently, but whom among them would it be,
and for what price?  Ms. Francis was the most
logical choice since she was without a family and therefore already
stayed on the school grounds year round.  She was
a spinster woman in her thirties who was also from an old English
family.  She had been orphaned at thirteen years
of age and brought up by a strict order of catholic
nuns.  She had been a fixture at Pendleton since
its opening days as a teacher, a mentor and a strict disciplinarian
when it came down to it.  Ms. Francis had already
accepted the challenge of taming Christina, and that is what
brought her to the headmistress’ office at this
moment.  She was directed to a chair in one
corner of the spacious room to await the other person attending
this meeting. 

They didn’t have to wait
long, for Christina knocked politely on the door and entered only
at the command from her headmistress.

“Christina, have a seat
please.”

“Yes
ma’am.”

“Do you know why you have
been summoned here today, young lady?”

“Yes Ms. Blaine, I believe I
do.”

“And what do you have to say
for your actions?”

Christina thought for a
moment, for she really needed to get this to work in her
favor.  She decided honesty would probably work
best here.  “I feel no regrets for what I did
headmistress.  We have been cooped up here all
winter and the girls needed some fresh
air.”

“You have no authority to
lead a troupe of young, underage women on an outing beyond school
grounds unchaperoned.”

“But they were
chaperoned.”

               
“Enough!  You dressed as a man is not being
chaperoned.  Where pray tell, did you get
gentleman’s clothes anyway?”

“When my family visited last
fall, I kept a suit of my fathers.”

“Good heavens child, you
stole from your own family?   Is there
nothing sacred to you?”

“I did not steal it
headmistress!  Just borrowed is
all.”

“Where did you intend to go
once off the campus, Christina?”

“I wanted to see the
cathedral all lit up, Ms. Blaine.”

“The
cathedral?  You expect me to believe that this
whole escapade was just to go to church?”

“Yes
ma’am.  And we also wanted to visit an
establishment,” that raised the headmistress’ brows
skyward.  “A well respected establishment
ma’am.  We would have been accepted there and
treated as ladies.”

“What
establishment?”

Christina hesitated for a
moment, looking uncertainly at her bandaged
hands.  “The theatre
ma’am.”

“Miss Dubois, you know it is
forbidden for Pendleton ladies to attend theatre except for certain
occasions.  And don’t think I don’t know what
filth they are acting out on that stage this
season.”

“Romeo and Juliet is a
classic Ms. Blaine.”

“Filth young
lady.”  Dorothy sighed and steepled her fingers
under her chin.  “I will not punish the other
young ladies who conspired with you.”

“Thank you
headmistress.”

“Wait,” and she put her hand
up to stop Christina, “Only if you accept your due
punishment.”

“Yes
ma’am.”

“Don’t you want to know what
it will be Christina?”

“I expect you must send for
my parents and expel me.”

“Oh no child, nothing that
drastic.”

“But
Ms.…”

“No.  Your
parents will not learn of this.  You will have a
chaperone Christina.  Ms. Francis will be with
you for the rest of this school year.  At the end
of this term, you will graduate and leave
Pendleton.”

“But I have one more year,
how will you…”

“Do not worry about that my
dear.  Your grades thank heavens; have not
suffered during your antics.  You can graduate
this year and be still ahead of most of your
classmates.”  Ms. Blaine stood and came around
her desk to stand before Christina.  “Do we have
an understanding, Miss Dubois?”

“Yes,
headmistress.”

“Four more
months.  You will have a shadow until graduation
dear.  Don’t make me regret this
decision.  Now go and collect your belongings,
you’ll be moving in with Ms. Francis this
afternoon.”

“Thank you
ma’am.”

“Ms.
Francis?”

“Yes
ma’am.”

“Your post has
begun.  From here on out, you will be with Ms.
Dubois until she leaves with her family in
June.”

 

 

Christina’s first night as
Ms. Francis’ roommate was uneventful.  They each
accepted their fate and managed to arrange the room for two
occupants instead of one.  It had been difficult
for Christina to leave her friends behind in her old dorm
room.  They all cried copious tears on their
little floor space, as Ms. Francis stood in the
doorway.

“Christina, it won’t be the
same going to sleep at night without you here.” 
Abigail patted Christina’s hand.  “Who will tell
us adventure stories of pirates and sailing the seven
seas?”

“We’ll just have to do it at
different times Abby.”

“At least you won’t have to
hear Abby snore anymore.  That’s good, right?”
 Susan snorted with laughter when Abigail gasped
and dropped her mouth open.

“I do not snore,
Susan!”

All three young women
collapsed in fits of laughter.  “Whatever you do
Abby, just don’t fall asleep in front of Ms. Blaine, or you’ll get
a failing grade in most unladylike
behavior.”

“Oooh, I’ll get you for
that, Susan.”

“We’ll still have classes
together and have our meals together.  It won’t
be that much different.”

“Only that you’ll have a
shadow now,” Susan pointedly glared at Ms.
Francis.

“Only for four
months.  Then I’ll be going
home.”

“It’s what you’ve wanted
Christina, and we will be happy for you.” 

Abigail smiled and sighed wistfully.  “Too bad I
can’t be out of here in four months, and then Daniel and I could be
married a year earlier.”

“Oh, all you ever talk of is
Daniel,” Susan threw her pillow at Abby’s head
playfully.

“You’re just jealous that
you don’t have a beau waiting for you.”

“I don’t want a
beau.  Men just hold you down. 
I want to be like Ms. Blaine, free to do what I
want.”

“But Susan, I’m evidence to
the fact that women aren’t free to do what they
want.”  Christina looked over her shoulder at Ms.
Francis, “And even when I return to my parents’ home, I’ll still be
under their thumb.”

“Ms. Dubois, lights out in
fifteen minutes and we still need to get the last of your things
taken to our room.”

“Of course Ms.
Francis.”  Christina turned to her friends and
hugged them both.  “I’m just down the
hall.”

“We will still miss
you.”

“I’ll see you at breakfast
in the morning.”

“Goodnight
Christina.”


“Goodnight  Abby, Susan,” and
with one final wave over her shoulder, Christina left her roommates
of seven years behind.

Christina listened to Ms.
Francis breathe deeply in her sleep.  She wished
she could fall asleep herself, but the newness of her surroundings
and the events of the day still had her keyed
up.  She figured it was after midnight and she
was wide awake.  She sighed and turned in her bed
to get in a more comfortable position.  At times
like this, Christina would usually try to make up stories of
adventure in her head to help her relax.  Tonight
though, no thoughts were entering her mind except those of her
earlier meeting with headmistress Blaine. 
Christina had finally gotten what she wanted. 
She’d be going home in four months.  Four months
seemed so short of a time, but really it would drag by having a
chaperone tagging along everywhere she went. 
Hopefully, with Ms. Francis’ classes, Christina would get a brief
respite from her captivity.  Christina wandered
what Ms. Francis was really like.  She knew very
little about her outside of the teacher/pupil
relationship.  Ms. Francis also taught the
younger girls and so it had been a few years since Christina had
even had any real interaction with her.

Ms. Francis snored lightly
in her sleep with her back turned to Christina. 
Christina wandered how easily it would be to sneak out of the room,
just for the thrill of it, but one more incident might prove to be
the breaking point for Ms. Blaine and as much as Christina wanted
to go home, she wanted her mother to not be disappointed in her
more.  If graduation loomed in the near future,
then Christina would tie herself to this bed if need
be.

And with that thought,
Christina remembered the day Rafe had showed her how to tie a
bowline knot.  She went through the intricate
steps in her mind and remembered how Rafe had skillfully done the
knot slowly for her benefit so she could learn
it.  Finally she succumbed to sleep with the
warmth of her memories.

 

 “Ms.
Dubois, we are up and ready for the day, before dawn, in this
room.”

Christina peeked out from
her blankets at the already dressed and matronly looking Ms.
Francis.  “But classes do not start for another
three hours, Ms. Francis.”

“I begin preparing for my
class assignments at 5:00 a.m. sharp.  Since we
will be each other’s shadows for the next four months, I suggest
you get dressed and ready to begin the day, in let’s say,” she
proceeded to look at her time piece on her wrist, “Five
minutes.”

“Oh, all right then, but I
don’t think I will benefit from these early
hours.  I’ll probably get grumpy half way through
my day now.”

“And I assure you Ms.
Dubois; it will not bother me in the least.  Now
up and at em, you have four minutes.”

Christina groaned, but
popped a leg, then the other out from the warm cocoon of her
bed.  “What exactly do you do at this early hour
Ms. Francis?”

“I work Christina, something
I doubt you know much of.”

“Ms. Francis, are you saying
I don’t pull my weight?”  Christina smiled as she
changed out of her nightgown behind the screen in the
corner.

“I’m saying Ms. Dubois, that
there are those individuals who diligently work to get ahead in
life by working there fingers to the bone, and then there are those
individuals who say they work but actually have their rewards
handed to them on a silver platter.”

“And therein lays the crux
of our situation I suppose.  Ms. Francis, I don’t
know if you care or not, but most of these pampered young women you
think so little of, really have no choice in their stations in
life.  Much the same as you I would
imagine…”

“Ms. Dubois do not proceed
to lecture the lecturer, it will not get you
anywhere.”

“Of course Ms.
Francis.  I apologize.  I just
wanted you to know some of these young women look up to you for
your independence.”

“Of such young ladies, would
one of them be yourself, Ms. Dubois?”

“It is all I long
for.”  Christina put the final touches on the
making of her bed, and then preceded Ms. Francis from the
room.  Rebecca Francis looked after the younger
woman and wandered what trick she was brewing up
now.

If Christina thought she
would get a respite from Ms. Francis’ company, she was very
wrong.  Headmistress Blaine rearranged
Christina’s schedule to coincide with all of Ms. Francis’ classes,
which meant Christina became her attendant instead of the
pupil.  She would be expected to receive and turn
in all her studies to Ms. Francis for the remaining time at
Pendleton.  Even lunches were spent with Ms.
Francis in the cafeteria, not on the lawn with her
friends.  After one week, Christina had had
enough.  Blame it on her adventurous personality
or the need to be a woman on her own, but Christina had to be alone
for a few moments.  And so a plan was devised to
leave Ms. Francis in charge of a rambunctious group of girls while
Christina took a much needed visit to see her old room to visit
with Susan and Abby.  Christina had not been able
to talk to her friends openly the past week, with Ms. Francis
nearby to listen for any conspiracy.  Christina
had no evil plots in mind, only a profound need to be a girl again
and laugh with her friends over juicy tales, even if only for a
moment.  And so she chose the hour just before
classes were to end, and complained to Ms. Francis of a headache
and she would be in their room resting.  Rebecca
looked at her curiously.  Christina had
obediently followed her around this past week with no complaints
other than the first morning.  She had even been
up before Rebecca the past two mornings, and also had done most of
the lesson plans for the seventh grade classes. 
A grudging respect was beginning to grow for the direct young
woman, and so it was with that thought in mind, Rebecca nodded her
assent. 

Christina left the room
quickly and headed immediately for the
dormitory.  Susan would already be there, but
Abby would still be in instrumental classes.  She
would join them shortly.  Christina could not
wait to relax and catch up with her two closest
friends.

Rebecca suspected that
Christina would pull something before long, so she let her have the
rope to hang herself with.  She knew the young
girl wouldn’t try anything like she did a few short days ago and
therefore she waited patiently in their shared room until 6:00, a
full two hours after Christina had disappeared. 
Of course Rebecca knew exactly where Christina was and what she was
doing.  The two young women she was visiting were
hardly the types to instigate any antics that would cause
headmistress Blaine to raise her brows.

Eventually, Christina returned to the room all
smiles.  “Feeling better, Ms.
Dubois?”  The book snapped closed, which caused
Christina to gasp aloud.  “For future
reference Christina, you may ask me to visit your friends
and I will give you leave to do so.  However, if you lie to me
again, I assure you, Ms. Blaine will not be the only one made aware
of your antics at this school.”

“Yes ma’am, I…”

“No need to explain, I do understand the need for companionship
and the occasional moment alone to reflect.”

“Ms. Francis, might I ask you a personal question?”

“Of course.”

“Do you enjoy your work here?”

Rebecca looked to the younger woman and thought seriously about
her answer. 

“Yes, I do.”Christina looked at her curiously as if she expected
her to elaborate more on the subject, but nothing more was forth
coming.

“Shall we go to dinner then, if that is all?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

And so this is how the relationship went on for the next few
weeks.  They didn’t exactly tip toe around each other, but a
tension was there none the less.  Then one evening, after
Pendleton Hall was quiet with sleeping pupils and teachers alike,
Christina woke to the soft sounds of sobbing.  Ms. Francis
appeared to be in some sort of dream and was clearly upset.

“Ms. Francis?  Ms. Francis are you awake?”  Christina
turned on her side and looked to the darkened corner of the room
where Rebecca had her bed. 

“Go back to sleep, Christina.  I’m sorry to have wakened
you.”

“Is everything all right?”

“Of course.”

Christina lay back among her pillows and tried to forget the
moments before.

Suddenly, Rebecca began talking quietly.  “Do you ever feel
like you are alone in the world with no one who truly knows who you
are?”

“Every day that I’m here.”

“Is it really so horrible for you?”

“I just want to be back with my family.”

“What is it about getting out of this place though?  You
said so yourself, even with your family, you will feel
shackled.”

“I want to be free to pursue my own dreams ma’am.  Like
you, I want to be able to come and go as I please.”

“But even I have limitations.”

“You are a single woman with a job, pocket money and the freedom
to choose your own path in life.”

“And a lonely path I’ve chosen, I fear.”

“Lonely?  But I thought you enjoyed your solitude.”

“It’s a habit I fear.  I’ve been on my own my whole
life.  Christina, what is it you want to do with your
life?”

“I’ll tell you what I don’t wish for.  I don’t want to
marry yet.  I don’t want to set up house and have dinner
parties during the right seasons.  I want adventure Ms.
Francis.  Adventure.”  Both women sighed at the
impossibilities they faced. 

“My name is Rebecca, and I would like it if we can be friends
since we both have unfulfilled dreams to talk about for the next
three months.”

“I would love that Rebecca.  You first then, tell me your
dreams.”
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Christina stood at the tiny window in her room looking down on the
grounds of Pendleton, her eyes searching the carriages pulling
around the circular drive for her family’s
carriage.  Many of the girls had already joined
their assorted families over the past two days and Pendleton Hall
was overflowing with cheerful voices and happy
smiles.  Beneath the exuberance, there lay a
tremor of trepidation though, because for many of these families,
this would be their first daughter to graduate a prestigious
school, where as many had no formal education for the older
siblings and parents.  Mothers teared up at the
sights of their lovely young daughters being well mannered and
beautiful young ladies, while fathers smiled proudly at their
little girls all grown up to be young women. 
Christina spotted Ms. Blaine conversing with a fashionable couple
below as their two young twin daughters scampered playfully around
them.  The two girls didn’t look much older than
Christina was when she first started at
Pendleton.  A sadness filled Christina’s thoughts
as she remembered her first day at the school. 
She had not wanted to leave her family and go to
school.  She had been happy with the tutors papa
had hired for her but maman still wanted her to learn the finer
things that a finishing school could provide.  Of
course Christina was grateful for the opportunity she was given and
hoped to make her maman and papa proud but she secretly feared that
the only reason they had really sent her off to school was to try
and tame her willful ways.  Instead of hindering
those feelings, the time away had only strengthened her need to act
out and be her own person.


               
Christina finally caught site of Spencer’s white head driving the
team of grey’s that carried her family’s
carriage.  She vowed then and there to make her
family proud, for today was the day she had been longing for…her
freedom was imminent.


               
“You look beautiful Cherie.”


               
“Thank you papa.”


               
“You look very distinguished Chrissie.”  Adam was
still using big words when he could, and ‘distinguished’ was one of
them.


               
“Thank you Adam, I guess I had better look smart if I am to
graduate today.”


               
“And graduate early at that!  I still can’t
believe you were able to get so far ahead in your studies,”
Christina’s mother looked happily at her
daughter.  She hoped fervently that the wild
spirit that had always afflicted her eldest child had been
tamed.


               
“Yes maman, I kept up diligently this year and had Ms. Francis to
help me these past few months as well.”


               
“We owe a debt of gratitude to you Ms. Francis. 
You obviously have been a major factor in our daughters’ well being
here.”


               
“Christina is a very bright young woman Monsieur and Mademoiselle
Dubois.  She will excel at anything she sets her
mind to.”


               
“Ladies and gentlemen,” headmistress Blaine spoke clearly to the
assembled guests in the large auditorium of Pendleton Hall, “If I
can get all of my graduating class here on the floor before the
stage, we will begin the ceremonies
shortly.”


               
Christina smiled at her family and left them to join the eight
other women graduating today as well.  Rebecca
trekked along beside Christina, wandering as to her turbulent mood
today.


               
“Is everything all right, Christina?”


               
“Yes, Rebecca, why wouldn’t it be?”


               
“You seem distracted is all.”


               
“It’s something my maman said earlier is
all.”


               
“What did she say?”


               
“Alan Chandler came to call upon my Papa last
week.”


               
“The Mr. Chandler you met last Christmas?”


               
“Yes.”


               
“What did he want?”


               
“Maman did not say.”


               
“Well, perhaps he just wanted some advice on a business
matter.”

               
“Perhaps,” but a feeling began nagging at Christina and stayed with
her through the graduation

ceremonies, and the trip
home.               
The Dubois’ had two homes, one a palatial townhouse in the heart of
Chicago, and one in a rural community north of Chicago that was
growing daily with the Dubois influence in the shipping
trade.   Evanston, Illinois was little more
than a trading post, but Philippe had relocated his family there
three years ago to boost the shipping trade between Michigan and
Chicago.  He had built Daphne a beautiful home on
the shores of Lake Michigan and boasted many acres of land
surrounding the area for farming and cattle
grazing.  Currently, he had three tenant farming
families working the land who worked closely with him and his
shipping trade.  Evanston had a population of
just fewer than one hundred residents, which were mostly farming
and sailor families.  Daphne would complain
sometimes of the rustic area and it would be at those times, that
Philippe would pack up his family and head back to Chicago to their
home in the city.  

Philippe decided that he
would leave his family in their home in Chicago until after the
festivities of Christina’s graduation celebration, and he would
travel alone to Evanston, for a quick follow up to make sure one of
his ships had been repaired after a severe storm had crippled
it.  He would then travel back to Chicago in time
to celebrate his daughters’ good tidings.  Of
course Daphne wouldn’t need him for the planning and decorating,
only for him to be there to escort both herself and their daughter
into the party.  The party was to be held two
weeks after Christina’s graduation.  A new dress
would have to be fitted and made.  Invitations
would have to be printed and posted.  The spare
guest bedrooms would have to be opened, aired and cleaned for
friends and family that would be traveling from outside of
Chicago.  Flowers would need to be ordered, food
prepared and music orchestrated.  Christina’s
mind was boggled at such a task before her, but Daphne was
certainly in her element.  Christina thankfully
was spared most of the chores, only her dress fitting and several
invitations fell into her lap.

During the days, Christina
dutifully trailed along with Daphne, learning yet more skills in
how to plan an elaborate party, but at night, Christina would find
herself in the middle of Adam’s bed telling fancy tales of knights
in shining armor riding to rescue damsels in distress, or of
cowboys and Indians settling the wild west, or Adam’s absolute
favorite, pirates sailing the seven seas looking for booty to
steal.  Sometimes Daphne would join her son and
daughter, but more often than not, the two siblings would venture
into make believe alone, laughing and whooping loud enough
sometimes to rouse the whole household.  This was
what Christina had been missing…family, home, and
love.


               
A week after Christina had been home, a letter arrived, addressed
to her.  Mr. Adler brought the missive to
Christina in the parlor, where she sat with her maman and few other
ladies that were Daphne’s friends.


               
“A letter for you, miss.”


               
“Thank you Adler.”  He left the room quietly,
shutting the doors again behind him.


               
“Who is it from Cherie?”


               
“I do not know maman.”


               
“Well go ahead child, open it,” this was from Mrs. Osgood, the
neighbor to the right of their home here in
Chicago.  “It could be a suitor, wishing to call
upon you.”


               
Christina smiled at the lady, then slid the letter opener beneath
the folds of paper and then opened it.   Her
eyes scanned the letter quickly, then refolded it and stuffed it
into a pocket on her skirt.


               
“Christina?  Who was it from?” 
Christina’s maman asked casually, noticing the fine lines of strain
upon her daughter’s brow.


               
“From a friend at school, maman.  I will read it
later; she is probably telling me of all that I will be
missing.” 


               
“Oh, that’s good dear.”  Daphne then turned her
attention back to her guests, but not before noticing that
Christina was staring thoughtfully out the windows at the streets
below.

 

That night, after dinner,
Christina went alone to her room, saying she was exhausted after
all the preparations for the party.  Once alone
behind the doors, she extracted the letter from Rebecca from her
pocket and opened it to read it fully.

 

Dear
Christina,

I wish I had better news to
relate to you concerning our venture.  I am sorry
to say that the post returned my letter of inquiry about the Benoit
family.  The messenger said that the letter
carrier was turned away at the door by a sour faced butler who
would neither confirm nor deny that either elder or junior Benoit
was in residence.  I wish I had better findings
to relate to you, but I am glad I could help in whatever way
possible.  I am also regretting that I must tell
you that I will be unable to attend your soiree, but I have asked
for several days’ absence to visit with you in two weeks’
time.

 

Your
friend,

Rebecca
Francis


 


               
Christina refolded the missive and put it in her
bureau.  She undressed and put on her night dress
and climbed beneath the covers of her bed.  She
doused the lamp beside her bed and reclined back into the pillows,
exhausted.  She had not lied when she told her
family she was tired from all the activities, but her exhaustion
also stemmed from the finality of seeking information about
Rafael.  Christina had confided in Rebecca about
her childhood friend, and told her of the adventures they had
shared.  Rebecca was fascinated with the idea of
New Orleans and its many wanders.  She was the
one who encouraged Christina to try and contact the Benoit’s to
inquire as to their health and happiness. 
Christina’s father had not kept up relations with Charles Benoit
over the years; therefore no correspondence had been kept between
the families.  Christina was afraid to send a
letter in her own hand, for it might seem forward for a young woman
to send a letter to a widowed man and son.  So
Rebecca had done so  under the pretense that she
was interested in acquiring a job at the local school and was given
the Benoit name as reference.  Unfortunately, all
Rebecca’s good intentions were for naught and Christina was still
left to wander about the life of Rafael
Benoit.

 


               
The guests began arriving around seven on the evening of her
party.  Daphne and Philippe were already
downstairs greeting the early arrivals. 
Christina was in her room with her maid, Alexandra, fixing her
hair.


               
“You look lovely Miss Christina.  The color of
your dress brings out your eyes.”


               
“Thank you Alexandra.”


               
Christina did feel like she looked lovely
tonight.  Her and her mother had found the most
beautiful blue satin material and Daphne’s favorite dress maker had
just got in the new patterns from Paris, so the dress was made
earlier in the week, perfectly fit to Christina. 
The petticoats beneath were of the finest lawn and belled out
around Christina’s hips.  The waist was tightly
cinched and bustled over an even tighter cinched corset, much to
Christina’s chagrin.  She felt her lungs
constrict painfully beneath the corsets boning, but smiled at
Alexandra’s efforts at the wardrobe.  She gazed
into the mirror and beheld a beautiful woman, not a child or even
young girl anymore.  She just wished that in her
heart of hearts she could feel more grown up as her parents
expected. 


               
A knock came at her door then, and she bade Alexandra to go ahead
and open it.  Her father stepped into the room
then, faltering a step when he glimpsed Christina’s reflection in
the mirror.  A tear came to his eyes as he stood
behind her and placed a hand upon her shoulder. 
“You look beautiful Chrissie.  Just as your maman
did twenty years ago and again this evening.  I
will be envied by every man present.”


               
“Oh papa, you jest.”


               
“No Christina, you have become a very beautiful woman and I am
proud to present you as such tonight.”  He then
offered her his arm and Christina took it with joy and
love.


               
They descended the stairs to a beautifully decorated ballroom where
every eye in the room followed their entrance.  A
few attendees applauded while others came forward to congratulate
the debutante.


               
Christina was whisked away to groups of people who had been friends
of her family, acquaintances of her family and people who were
important enough to attend a ball given by the Dubois
family.  A flute of champagne was put into
Christina’s hand and trays of hors’ doeuvres were passed beneath
her nose.  Everything seemed to pass by so
quickly and before she knew it the time was nearly
midnight.  The dancing had begun an hour ago and
Christina had not lacked for partners.  Christina
did so love to dance and was one of the most popular partners back
at the school.  She loved the waltzes and
quadrilles, the quick step dances and everything in
between.  And as others watched her, they saw a
very graceful creature that was thoroughly enjoying
herself.


               
One such person admiring Christina was Alan
Chandler.  He had only just arrived, coming from
Evanston just this afternoon to attend this
party.  He watched the young woman swirl
gracefully around the room and smiled in anticipation of his turn
with the charming lady.  He didn’t have to wait
long, for Christina ended a quadrille and left the floor on the arm
of her father.  Philippe escorted her to a side
table laden with food.  It was at that time that
Daphne joined them and Alan followed as
well.


               
“Mr. and Mrs. Dubois, my lady Christina,” Alan bowed over her hand
regally, removing his boiler hat as he
did.


               
“Alan, good to see you,” Philippe shook the young man’s hand after
he had released first Christina and
Daphne’s.


               
“You’ve put together a lovely party Mrs.
Dubois.”


               
“Thank you Mr. Chandler.   It is all for
Christina, for she is so deserving of it.”


               
“Yes, I have heard that you have completed your ladies education,
Christina.”


               
“Yes Monsieur Chandler, I am truly a well-born and educated lady
now.”


               
“Please, call me Alan.  I would hope we could
become friends and pass the civilities bestowed upon
strangers.”


               
“But sir, you are indeed a stranger.  We have
only met once, true?”


               
“Of course, but…”


               
“Christina darling, I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you,” Philippe
beamed at Mr. Chandler, “Alan here has invested in our shipping
line making it possible for us to extend our ships into
Canada.  He had just come from Evanston today
after working with my men there.  So Mr. Chandler
will be around for a while I sincerely
hope.”


               
Alan smiled and said, “As do I Philippe.”  And he
raised his flute of champagne.  “To a long and
worthy venture.”


               
“Here, here,” the three other occupants
followed.


               
Christina sipped her champagne and stared at Mr.
Chandler.  He was a handsome man with light brown
hair that was pomaded back away from his
forehead.  He was of normal height and with fine,
broad shoulder that stretched his tuxedo coat across his frame
nicely.  His starched white shirt under the coat
was crisp and the ascot was pristinely white against his tanned
throat.  His mouth was a thin line in a face of
sharp features ad as he conversed with her parents, those features
took on austere animation.  Altogether, Mr.
Chandler was a nice man, business savvy, so it seemed, well put
together and handsome.  In Christina’s musings
she failed to notice that Mr. Chandler had directed a question to
her.


               
“I’m sorry Monsieur, I was star gazing.  What was
your question?”  She lightly put her hand on his
coat sleeve and prodded him to respond albeit with a small stutter
at her delicate touch.


               
“I was asking a dance of you my lady.”


               
“Of course,” Christina smiled up at him and then took his proffered
arm.

Daphne and Philippe watched
as their daughter twirled around the room on the arm of one of the
most eligible men in the state.


               
“She is lovely.”


               
“Yes, she is Cherie.  They would make a good
match, no?”


               
"They would.  We must not push her
though.  I believe they will be around each other
enough in the next few months to have things progress naturally on
their own if it is meant to be.”


               
“You are right.  It’s not like there are a wealth
of men in Evanston, suitable ones anyway.  A
dance my dear?”  Philippe reached for his wife
who went willingly into his arms.


               
The party wore on until the wee hours of the morning and Christina
began to grow weary of the consistent attention that Alan Chandler
seemed to bestow upon her at every possible
moment.  He claimed every opportunity, offering
her sweet meats or flutes of champagne. 
Christina began to feel pressured and claustrophobic, and so as the
next reel ended with one dance partner, she slipped from the room
unnoticed.  Let the insufferable man wander
around the room looking for her.  During the past
few hours, Christina had realized in Mr. Chandler’s company that he
truly was a man of great ambition.  He not only
knew the shipping business, but also so very sure that he had a
sweet and innocent girl, such as Christina, eating from his
hand.  He plied her with sweet words of course,
but Christina was just jaded enough to see through his charade and
see the steel in his eyes, and the harshness of the set of his
mouth.  He was all smooth and in control on the
outside, but Christina sensed an underlying ruthlessness, not only
in his business dealings, but personally too. 
She saw how he would glower at the other men who asked her to dance
and steered her away from friends, men and women
alike.  Christina was no puppet to anyone, and
she wasn’t about to start now.


               
She climbed the servant’s stairs at the back of the house and went
to her room, just for a quick breather, and then she would go
back.  Her parents would be upset if they thought
the guest of honor was neglecting her duties. 
Her room was on the northwestern side of the house and if she
opened her window sometimes in the earlier evenings, she could
catch the crisp air blowing off the lake.  She
did that just now and stood there looking out on the court yard
below.  She sighed heavily and shifted her hair
off her neck to get a little cool air there too. 
In times like these, Christina’s thoughts drifted to a boy of
fifteen years old who was now a man of twenty
five.  She wandered what he was doing, was he
married?  Did he have
children?  Christina liked to think that he was
waiting for her, just as she was waiting to return to
him.  In all of the long, lonely years since
she’d left New Orleans, Christina had lived day to day in a false
existence. She had truly left her heart behind and no amount of
schooling or courting would change that. 
Christina went to the bureau where she had placed Rebecca’s letter
and removed the missive to reread her friend’s words once
again.  Turned away at the
door.  How strange.  Not even a
courtesy as to where they may have been or if they were even
located in New Orleans any longer.  Somehow she
couldn’t see Charles Benoit ever leaving the
bayou.  It was where his roots
were.  It was where he had met and fell in love
with the wife who had died giving him his only
son.  He had buried his Chloe on the estate at
their special place.  It wouldn’t be logical,
unless…  But Christina didn’t want to think along
those lines.


               
Suddenly, Christina heard a door close down the hall and then
another open a few moments later.  She heard
heavy footsteps those of a man’s tread.  
She quickly extinguished the light in her room and went to stand in
the shadows quietly, just as her door opened.  A
man’s hands wrapped around the door frame and then the man’s head
popped in.  It was Alan
Chandler.  The nerve of the man to come looking
for her.  He swiftly closed the door and left the
way he had come.  Christina sighed in relief,
waited about five minutes then reluctantly made her way back
downstairs.


               
Her parents and Mr. Chandler were waiting for her when she
arrived.  Her maman looked distressed, papa was
trying to calm her, and Mr. Chandler looked
irritated.  When they finally glimpsed her, they
all three descended on her like hungry vultures. 
Involuntarily, she cringed back again into the
shadows.  But it was too late; they were upon her
in seconds.


               
“Christina!  Where were you? 
We have been searching.”


               
“I stepped out for a breath of fresh air maman. 
I’m sorry to have worried you.”


               
“Miss Christina you should have found myself or your father to
escort you.  It’s not safe for young ladies to
wander about alone after dark.”


               
“Very true Cherie,” Philippe wrapped his daughter in a
hug.


               
“Yes papa it is.  But it could be just as
dangerous in my own home with a ton of strangers milling about,”
and she pointedly stared at Mr. Chandler.  “For
all we know papa, one of our guests could be lurking in the shadows
of our home right now, waiting to attack us
later.”


               
Daphne gasped aloud and Mr. Chandler politely coughed. “Christina,
you must have faith in the good people your parents so meticulously
invited to your party.”


               
“But Mr. Chandler did you not just say that I need an escort here
at my own home?  If that is not a thinly veiled
warning then I don’t know what is.”


               
“Christina!”  Daphne paled at her daughter’s
blatant disrespect to Mr. Chandler.


               
“That’s quite all right Mrs. Dubois.  Christina
should feel safe in her home.  It was not my
intention to upset anyone here.  I only wished to
enjoy your daughter’s company and when she had all but disappeared
from the room, I feared that she might have been whisked
away.  It is not unheard of in these
parts.  We do not live so far from the wilderness
that a rebel indian tribe would not put upon themselves to steal a
fair haired girl just for sport.”


               
Again, Daphne paled visibly, and Philippe held her
closer.  “You are quite right
Alan.  Christina please apologize to your maman
and Mr. Chandler for worrying them so.”


               
Everyone turned to her expectantly.  “Maman, I am
sorry for upsetting you.  It was not my intention
to worry you.  I only wished for a short respite
and I should have told someone.”   She then
turned to Mr. Chandler who coolly gazed upon her with a sardonic
grin.  “Mr. Chandler, I appreciate your concern,
thank you.”  And with those final words, another
young man asked for the last dance of the evening and she gladly
accepted.
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The party ended on a good note, and it left Christina thoroughly
tired and happy.  Many people had come to see her
and congratulate her.  It had never been
Christina’s intention to search out a beau, but to look for
employment opportunities.  She intended to use
her education to her advantage and become a governess to a
well-respected family.  In fact, Christina was
pondering that idea as Rebecca came to call on a Friday afternoon
two weeks after her party.


               
“Rebecca!  I was just thinking of
you.”  Christina grasped the other woman closely
and hugged her friend tightly.


               
“It’s wonderful to see you Christina.  You look
lovely dear.”


               
“Thank you.  Getting away from Pendleton will do
you wonders, just wait and see how you feel after a few
days.”


               
Rebecca smiled indulgently at the younger woman. 
“Where is your family?”


               
“Oh maman and Adam are out for a stroll.  And
papa has already left to return to Evanston.  He
will return for us in a week.”


               
“I can’t wait to see the logging site Christina. 
I just bet it’s positively primitive.”


               
“Maman said it is.  But papa said it has
potential.”


               
“Every uncharted territory or piece of land has potential
Christina; you just have to have the right person to cultivate
it.  Your papa seems to have the right mind
set.”


               
“Him and Mr. Chandler,” Christina mumbled into her china tea
cup.


               
“It’s impolite to mumble Christina.  Now what was
that about Mr. Chandler?”  Rebecca smiled over
her own tea before taking a sip of the fragrant
brew.


               
“You have the hearing of a bat, Rebecca.  I said
that Mr. Chandler seems to be of the same mind as my
father.  The two of them have been inseparable
since my party.  He is constantly in papa’s
library going over plans and surveys.  Then when
he is not with papa, he is with my family for gatherings which I
suspect is an attempt by my well intentioned parent to get myself
and Mr. Chandler better acquainted.”


               
“Oh, so that’s the way of it.”


               
“Yes.”


               
“And how does that make you feel?”

               
“Between you and me Rebecca, I don’t trust the
man.  He’s a sneak and I don’t like the look in
his eyes when he thinks no one is looking.  He
had the audacity to search our apartments the night of the party
when I left for a few short moments.”


               
“Do your parents know?”

               
“I’m not sure.  But they may already trust him
enough.”


               
“You don’t have to worry for the next two weeks Christina; I’ll be
by your side constantly.  The man will be so
frustrated; he won’t know what to do.”


               
“That, or thoroughly through with me, I hope.” 
They both laughed at that.


               
“So tell me what were you thinking about before I
arrived.  You seemed excited about
something.”


               
“I am.  You won’t believe who I was introduced to
at my party.  Dr. and Mrs.
Cowell.  And guess what?  They
have need of a governess for their two children. 
And guess what else?  Dr. Cowell’s brother also
needs a governess.  What do you say
Rebecca?  How about the two of us opening our own
school?  With you and I starting out with these
two families and them giving us good references, we could be up and
running within three
months.” 


               
“What about a school location, Christina?  Where
will we teach the children?”


               
“I have enough in my trust to purchase a building in a good
neighborhood and enough as well to supply it with materials and one
more teacher.  Room and board for all three of
us.”


               
“You’ve really thought this through.”


               
“I have.  It’s the only way I can prove myself to
my family.  My maman only wants to see me married
off to a wealthy man while papa seems to want me attached to our
business by marriage.  What I want is to be my
own person, make my own decisions and I certainly don’t want
anything to do with Alan Chandler.”


               
“And how do you propose to convince them of your
plan?”


               
“That’s where you come in Rebecca.  I need you to
be my backing force here.”


               
“You had only to ask dear.”


               
“Oh thank you Rebecca,” and Christina enthusiastically wrapped her
friend in a hug.


               
“You know I’m all for adventure and this sounds like it will be
exciting.”


               
“We’ll be our own headmistress’.  We’ll make our
own rules and my first one will be that we will not inhibit certain
behaviors in young women.  We should all be able
to enjoy our time as young people not get thrust into polite
society at the age of innocence.”


               
“You already have me convinced Christina, I think now we need to
discuss the strategy for convincing your
parents.”


               
“You are absolutely right.  We’ll start on maman
tonight.”

Unfortunately, Christina and
Rebecca never got the chance to talk to Daphne, for she came home
with a severe headache that put her to bed
early.  Dinner was therefore served in the
kitchen around the huge butcher’s block, with Christina, Adam,
Rebecca and the Dubois’ cook staff enjoying a hearty bowl of beef
stew.


               
“Chrissie, tell us about the creole food they have in New Orleans,”
Esther said while spooning another helping of thick broth into her
bowl.


               
“Oh Esther, it was to die for.  The jambalaya,
the gumbo, the spices they use, it just melts in your
mouth.  And my all-time favorite, the
beignets.  I so very much miss the
beignets.  I remember the first time I had
one.  I must have been just barely old enough to
have teeth,” of course the exaggeration on Christina’s part was all
part of the fun.


               
She went on to regal them with tales of life in New Orleans, the
plantation and how the free people of color treated her papa’s land
as if it was sacred ground.  In other southern
states during that time, plantation owners bought and sold men,
women and children as if they were chattel and that was why their
civilization floundered.  In New Orleans, the
diversity of French, Spanish and Creole cultures all worked as one
to make Louisiana a worthwhile bargaining chip in the world of
trade and commerce.


               
Rebecca especially paid close attention to Christina as she spoke
of her friend Rafael Benoit.  She knew Christina
still harbored great feelings for the boy. 
Christina had told her of their parting in New Orleans and how her
last words to him had been in anger and
frustration.  Christina carried a heavy burden
with her conscience weighing on her like it did. 
She believed in her mind that she needed to resolve the issues left
behind with that young man.  Rebecca had tried to
convince the young woman that it was all in the past and both of
them had been children, therefore more forgiving than adults would
have been.  But in Christina’s mind, the fact
that she left in anger, she couldn’t go on and leave the past
behind.  Rebecca feared that all Christina’s
problems with insecurity and restlessness stemmed from that one
moment on that dock ten years ago.

 


               
It was two nights later that Rebecca truly realized how serious
Christina felt about Rafael.  Monsieur Dubois had
returned from Evanston to accompany his family when they
traveled.  Over dinner, Christina decided the
time was right to discuss her plans for the
school.  She did a wonderful job of selling the
idea, but as soon as the words “on my own” left her lips, a pall
fell over the room. 


               
“Absolutely not Christina,” Daphne said as she laid her napkin down
on the table, signifying her dinner was
done.


               
“But maman, I need to experience a feeling of
responsibility.  Otherwise what was the purpose
of my schooling if not to teach others?”


               
“To be a lady of importance.  You will make some
man a good wife, a good hostess, an excellent diplomat for his
home.”


               
“This is not the dark ages.”


               
“Of course not Cherie, but what your maman is trying to say, and
pardon me Ms. Frances for being so blunt, but you Christina have
been born to privilege and therefore will not have to
work.  You can marry someone of influence who
will take care of you.”


               
“It’s not a matter of having to do anything. 
It’s my choice.  Don’t you understand that all of
my life I have been told how to dress, how to talk, how to
entertain and now I’m being told how to arrange the rest of my
life.  I am a grown woman with dreams papa, and
right now they don’t consist of being married or attending the
latest balls and parties to find a good marriage
prospect.”  With that, Christina left the dining
table and raced upstairs.  Rebecca sat there in
silence as Daphne quietly sobbed into her napkin and Philippe
slowly regained a more normal color to his face, which had gone an
angry red at his daughter’s outburst.  Adam was
the only one unaffected as he continued to eat his supper with his
usual enthusiasm as befitting a boy his
age.


               
“Ms. Frances, what has been going on in my home these past few
days?  Was this your
idea?”


               
“Unfortunately sir, no it was not.”


               
“Are you saying you condone the school?”


               
“I think it’s a great idea.  Many of the girls at
Pendleton get so homesick, it hinders their
studies.  A school where the children would
attend their studies during the day and then return to their
families in the evening would greatly benefit both parents and
student.  Monsieur and Mademoiselle Dubois, your
daughter loves you both very much and greatly appreciates the
education you offered her, but I don’t think you realize how very
hard it was for her to be away from her family all those
years.  You took her away from her home, the only
one she ever knew, one where she was kept safely at home with her
family around her, and then thrust her into a new environment and
then a boarding school filled with
strangers.


               
“But it was for her own good.  She had become a
hoyden in New Orleans.”  Daphne pleaded her case,
although one could see she was faltering on her values at the
moment when it looked as if she might have done more harm than
good.


               
“Of course.  I’m not saying she hasn’t become a
very respectable young lady.  Just that she has
been sheltered, inhibited and trained to be something she’s not
ready for.  Haven’t you listened to her tell
stories of New Orleans, the adventures she had
there.  She doesn’t tell stories of here, never
of Chicago.  Even after all these years, her
heart still belongs in the city of her birth and her roots are deep
there.  Her actions, those of the freemen
there.”


               
“I will not have my daughter acting like a girl on the
bayou.  She is a Dubois and will comport herself
as such,” Philippe stood from the table.  “We
will talk of the teaching issue at another time. 
I only want what is best for her and for her to be taken care
of.”


               
“Your daughter has a very level head sir, from what she has told
me, I believe she’ll be able to take care of herself and many
others if you only give her a chance.”  Rebecca
then also rose from the table and left the room to go find
Christina.

She found her lying across
her bed, reading the letter again by candle
light.  “Christina, it does no good to dwell on
the past.  You did a very courageous thing
tonight.”  Rebecca seated herself in the wingback
chair by the hearth and stared at her
friend.


               
“I’ve decided to go to New Orleans,
Rebecca.”


               
Those words could not have been more of a surprise than an elephant
crashing through the door at that moment. 
Rebecca must have looked as shocked as she felt, but she quickly
recovered and smiled knowingly at the girl in front of
her.  “You don’t mean that dear, you’re just
upset.”


               
“I would like you to come with me Rebecca.  We
can book passage on a steamboat and be there in a few days’
time.”


               
“Absolutely not Christina.  Your parents will
never allow it.”


               
“My parents need never know.  We will set up
passage and go on a walk and not return.  We’ll
have our bags packed lightly and hidden in the
garden.”


               
“Christina, you’ve lost your mind.”

               
“On the contrary, Ms. Francis.  I’m completely
sane.  Are you with me, or
not?”


               
Rebecca stared at her friend who still casually reclined across her
bed, never once looking up from the letter she had been
reading.


               
“I’ll go Christina, but only because you need a chaperone and if I
didn’t go, you’d only go on alone.”


               
At that response, Christina jumped from the bed and rushed to
Rebecca’s side.  She fell to her knees and buried
her face and hands in Rebecca’s lap.  “You’ll
love it Rebecca.  New Orleans is a balm for the
soul.”


               
Rebecca gently touched the crown of Christina’s head and thought to
herself, I hope it soothes your own soul child, I sincerely hope
so.

 


               
The plan worked brilliantly, Christina thought as she stared out of
the vast waters of the Mississippi River.  The
Blue Belle was chugging lazily towards the gulf and
Christina was enjoying the ever increasing warmer air, the farther
south they traveled.  Rebecca sat quietly across
deck with a bonnet tied loosely over her hair, conversing with
another female passenger.  They had been on the
steamboat for two days now and they had a little less than a week
to go before they reached New Orleans harbor. 
Maman and Papa were still probably under the impression that she
was still visiting friends.  They would know soon
enough though of her deception because a letter would arrive
tomorrow telling them of her plans.  Christina
knew they would be disappointed in her but her heart was telling
her this was the right thing to do.


               
“A lady with skin as fair as yours shouldn’t be without her bonnet,
Miss Dubois.”


               
“Oh Captain Mills, you startled me.”


               
“I’m sorry my dear,” the jovial man tipped his hat to her, then
leaned against the railing to watch the view
pass.  “Do you find your accommodations to your
liking?”


               
“Oh yes sir, the Belle is absolutely
beautiful.”


               
“And the food?”

               
“Delicious.”


               
“Have you been to New Orleans before,
Miss?”


               
“I was born there Captain.”


               
“Really?  How interesting.  And
Ms. Francis?  From where does she
hail?”


               
“Chicago sir.  This will be a grand adventure for
her.”


               
“Do you have accommodations waiting for you in New
Orleans?”


               
“Yes, we sent a telegraph ahead to Chateau New Orleans for two
rooms.”


               
“Ah, excellent.  How long will you be visiting
New Orleans?”

               
Christina turned to the older gentleman and smiled, “As long as it
takes.”  She then left the captain to ponder
that.
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The Blue Belle arrived in New Orleans to blazingly sunny
skies and a wharf jammed full of other vessels all waiting to
disembark the cargo they held.  Christina and Rebecca waited
anxiously for their turn, but realized with all the traffic it
could take several hours yet.  Everything had gotten bigger
since Christina had left, but essentially it was still the same
busy port of call.  She could make out several steamers and
cargo ships, small fishing schooners and even some small sloops for
bringing in impatient travelers who couldn’t wait to dock. 
The smell was the same, a mixture of decaying fish, the salty air
and the smell that still clung to Christina’s dreams, the unique
Cajun cuisine that used spices of various types to flavor the foods
sold on the docks.  Her mouth watered at just the slight
breeze that carried it to her.  Many people turned up their
noses at the sights, sounds and smells of a port, but not a girl
raised in a shipping family who was used to it.  Rebecca stood
next to Christina with a handkerchief pressed delicately to her
nose.


               
“You’ll get used to it.  It’s also not as bad inland.”


               
“It’s all so busy.  I mean I’m used to Chicago, but this,” and
she spread her hands expansively in all directions, “It’s truly
amazing.  I can’t wait to see the square.”


               
Christina smiled at her friend’s enthusiasm and knew where she was
coming from.  Just seeing the mixture of peoples, mingling,
and working together put proudness in her heart that no education
for upstanding ladies could ever have done.  Christina knew
then and there that she had come home. 


               
“We’ll be disembarking in about an hour ladies, are your bags at
the doors of your cabins?”


               
“Yes sir, thank you.”


               
“Christina, have you decided when you would like to visit the
Benoit plantation?”


               
“I figured we’d give ourselves a few days to visit the city and
regroup from our voyage then make plans to call.  I want you
to experience the city and all she has to offer.”


               
“Christina, we can do that later.  I know how anxious you are
to find your answers…”


               
“Nonsense Rebecca.  That was my past and those questions have
been unanswered for several years now; they can wait another few
days while I show my friend around the greatest city in the whole
world.”  Rebecca laughed along with Christina and the two
friends wrapped an arm around each other and waited for the docks
to get closer.

 

The two ladies watched from the windows of the carriage as it
carried them to their hotel.  For one it was a coming home of
sorts.  She recognized streets, homes of past aquaintances,
points of interest, and everything New Orleans.  For the
other, everything was new and exciting, beautiful and sometimes
depressing.  She saw people of every race walking on the
streets, shopping at the open stalls, and even some vagrants
milling along the alley ways begging for a single scrap of most
anything.  Too soon the Chateau New Orleans loomed into view
off the Rue de St. Charles.  A porter took their baggage into
the hotel ahead of them and waited patiently while the keys were
procured.  Once inside their rooms, a lunch was readied for
them, while maids unpacked their belongings.


               
“I feel like royalty, Christina.”


               
“Everyone is treated like royalty in New Orleans, Rebecca. 
It’s a common thing here to be on equal footing with those around
you, even though they may work under you.  Servants are a part
of the family and their loyalty is till death.  I hope I may
find some of the people who lived at our house. 


               
Over the next several days, Christina showed Rebecca all the sights
and sounds that New Orleans offered.  They sampled cuisine fit
for a king or a pauper.  They visited shoppes selling
everything from fancy and sometimes indecent under clothes to
native voodoo hangouts.  Rebecca even had her palm read by a
creole woman that Christina had to interpret the deep Cajun patois
to Rebecca as the reading progressed.  Both women fell into
bed exhausted each night and woke early the next morning to fresh
squeezed juice and steaming beignets with butter cream sauce.


               
On the fourth day in New Orleans, Rebecca and Christina finally
made preparations to travel the few miles just outside of the city
to the old Dubois plantation and ultimately the Benoit plantation
as well.  Christina’s nerves were on end as the carriage
traveled the well packed road to the homes surrounding New
Orleans.  She remembered them all and even recognized the
subtle changes over time.  The carriage halted at the end of
the gravel drive that led to Christina’s old home.  She opened
the door, but did not step down.  Rebecca looked to her friend
and saw the wistfulness on the beatific face.


               
“It’s lovely Christina.  Whoever took residence here after
your family left did well by the property.”


               
“Yes, they did.  It’s just like I remember Rebecca.  Papa
would canter up and down this drive with me riding in front of
him.  The trees are larger of course, but it’s really all the
same.  I bet the grounds are even the same.  Maman’s
flowers and shrubs,” she smiled wistfully at the scene.


               
“Well, do you want to go up and visit?”


               
“No, I’d like to go on and see Rafe, Rebecca.  You don’t mind
do you?”


               
 “Of course not dear, I understand.”  Rebecca patted her
hand and shut the carriage door.  “Driver?  Carry on to
the Benoit plantation please.”


               
“Yes, ma’am.”

If the old Dubois home was a sight to behold, then the Benoit
plantation was definitely a sight for sore eyes.  The moment
the carriage stopped, Christina knew that something was
wrong.  No birds chirped, the ever present smell of native
flowers was gone, replaced by a strong scent of animal dung, and
the quiet was oppressive as the humidity even before the visitors
alighted from the carriage.


               
“Christina, are we at the right place?”


               
“Yes,” but Christina didn’t sound so sure herself as she looked at
the dilapidated home and grounds surrounding them.


               
“Is it possible they moved on as well?”


               
“Well, there is only one way to find out,” and Christina went to
the double doors and knocked loudly.  For several minutes they
stood at the doors, but still there was no response.  Again
Christina tried the door, this time much louder.  Finally, the
door slammed open on its hinges and a disgruntled, not to mention
bedraggled figure loomed out to startle both women.


               
“Yes?”  The voice that came from the filthy person was
actually very cultured and surprisingly mannered.


               
“Um, yes sir, I was wandering if the, if your umm, well, I’m sorry,
but is this still the residence of Charles Benoit?”


               
“Yes miss, it is.”


               
“Oh good, are the Benoit’s home?  I’m an old acquaintance of
Monsieur Benoit and his son Rafael; may we be presented to them if
they are not indisposed?”


               
The butler seemed taken aback by the woman and retreated a step
back into the foyer.  “I’m sorry miss, you must be
mistaken.  Are you sure we speak of the same Benoit’s?”

               
“Of course.  My family used to live next door.  My name
is Christina Dubois.”


               
“Chrissie?”


               
“Yes, I was called Chrissie as a child.  Do I know you
sir?”


               
“No miss, you don’t know me, but I know of you.  Mr. Rafe told
tales of your adventures.”


               
“Then he’s here!  Please sir, please tell him I’ve come for a
visit.”


               
“I’m afraid that’s impossible,” this came from a weak voice further
inside the doorway, behind the butler, who after being startled by
the voice backed out of the way.  The man stood in the shadows
of the foyer and proceeded no further.


               
“Hello.  I was just explaining that I am a family friend…”


               
“I know who you are Christina.”


               
“I’m sorry sir, I can’t say the same.”  It was then that the
man hobbled forward into the light of the doorway.  Christina
gasped as Charles Benoit came upon the threshold and extended his
arms in an open gesture of welcome.  Without hesitation,
Christina wrapped the man in an embrace just as if he had been her
own father.  For all of his feeble appearance he held her with
a strength that surprised both of them.


               
“Let me look at you, child.  Not so childish anymore I
see.”  She blushed prettily at that and beamed a smile under
his affection.  “You must come inside my dear.  It has
been a while you see,” and he rambled on as he held her hand in the
crook of his arm and ushered her into his home.  The butler
and Ms. Francis both looked on, the butler in astonishment, for it
had been several months since any visitor had been allowed through
these doors; and Rebecca smiled a warm smile of hope.


               
The house was like a tomb, is how Christina thought of it as they
advanced towards what she remembered as the parlor.  Monsieur
Benoit had been steadily asking of her family and how they were,
what they were doing.  She answered each question, wandering
with each step, what had happened here.  The darkness was
present in every room they passed, where Christina remembered
light.  The rugs on the floor were dirty and threadbare from
years of use.  Most of the furniture was covered in layers of
dust and grime.  The beautiful pine walls she remembered were
as black as tar from years of neglect and lack of polish.  It
broke Christina’s heart to see the house of Benoit brought down to
this level, when just moments before she had basked in the beauty
of her own childhood home.


               
Charles Benoit ushered both ladies into his parlor and seated them
on a sofa before his own favorite chair.  “Duffey, will you
open the drapes and then fetch some refreshments for these two
ladies.  Duffey was utterly stunned for a good few moments
before he remembered his good manners and hurried to do Monsieur
Benoit’s bidding.


               
“And who is your lovely companion Christina?”  He still held
her hand protectively in his own.


               
“This is my friend Rebecca Francis.”


               
“Tres content pour vous rencontrer Cherie!”  And like the
gallant gentleman Christina remembered, he took Rebecca’s hand is
his and kissed the air above her knuckles.


               
“Et vous monsieur.”


               
“You speak French?”


               
“Un petit.  Only what I have picked up from Christina.”


               
Duffey returned with a pitcher of lemonade and some beignets on a
platter.  Rebecca smiled at the man and thanked him, knowing
that he probably had to scrounge these up himself.  She would
bet her mama’s pearl earrings that it was just he and the older
gentleman in residence here and no other staff around to cater to
them.


               
“Yes Duffey, thank you.  You may go now.”  And with still
a little amazement, he backed from the room and wandered as to the
two women who in a few short minutes had broken through an old
man’s barrier that had been erected over the last seven years.

“Charles,” Christina used his name as he had asked her to
earlier, “Where is Rafael?”


               
A slow shudder came over the elderly Benoit’s countenance at the
mention of his son’s name.  But they had been there an hour
and no mention of him was forthcoming.  Christina became more
alarmed as Charles seemed to shrink in on himself.  Rebecca
immediately stood and went to his side in case he slumped in his
chair any further and fell to the floor.


               
He looked to Christina and she noticed the tears coming to his eyes
as he began to speak.  “He’s gone dear.”


               
“Gone?”  Christina couldn’t imagine Rafe letting his father
live in squalor and so when he said that Rafe was gone, she knew in
her heart of hearts that what he said was true.


               
“He went on his boat one day, and never returned.  They said
the ship sunk near some islands off the coast of Mexico.  They
couldn’t find him or anyone aboard his ship.  It was his ship;
he bought it with his own money.  So very proud of it he
was.”  Charles Benoit looked up at Christina and smiled, “He
named her “Chrissie Anne.””


               
Rebecca, thinking she had done some good by coming to the aid of
the elderly Benoit, watched in horror as Christina promptly fainted
and slid ungracefully to the floor.

 

Christina recovered in phases.  At first she heard things,
different timbres of voices; then she felt things, the hard, cold
surface of the floor beneath her and cool hands touching her arms
and face.  Then she began to see images, blurry
indistinguishable shapes slowly began to come into focus.  She
recognized Rebecca immediately as the figure to her left.  To
her right was Duffey, looking as if he was about to faint as
well.  Charles Benoit sat in the same chair, looking healthier
than he did the whole time they had been there.  He had a smug
grin on his face and thoughtful expression in his eyes. 
Duffey and Rebecca lifted Christina from the floor and sat her back
on the sofa.  A glass of whiskey was placed in her hand and
she was commanded to drink it, she’d feel better afterwards. 
She did as she was told and also accepted the cool cloth pressed to
her forehead.


               
“You gave me quite a scare Christina.  Are you all right?”


               
“Yes, I believe so.  Just shocked.”


               
“We all were my dear.”  Those were the first words Charles had
spoken since his declaration of the “Chrissie Anne”.  “I’ve
pined for him for seven long years, hoping above all hopes that
maybe it was a mistake.  He drifted ashore and was coming
home.  Seven years is a long time to be trying to find your
way home, don’t you think?  Maybe it’s time I started over
with my future and quit living in the past.  I still have my
memories, and I can share those with you to ease your worries over
the years you’ve lost too.”


               
“I would enjoy that Monsieur Benoit.  I want to know
everything about your lives.  Even after,” once again
Christina felt disoriented at the thought of never seeing Rafe
again, “Even after Rafael was gone.”


               
“And we will,” he patted her hand, “After I clean up a
little.  You must forgive me Christina, I have let myself and
my home go these several years.  After all, you see, I thought
I had nothing left.  Yes,” and again he patted her delicate
hand, “Your coming here has woken me from my misery.”


               
Rebecca looked at Charles Benoit strangely then and wandered what
the old coot was up to.  Ever since he’d witnessed Christina’s
fainting spell from his “Chrissie Anne” declaration, he had an odd
look about him.  And now this sudden desire to clean up his
life, it was all a little suspicious in her mind.


               
Several hours later, Christina and Rebecca left to return to their
hotel, with the promise that they would return the next day. 
Christina was still reeling from the devastating news of Rafe’s
demise, and retired early to her bed, leaving Rebecca to dine alone
in the hotel’s restaurant.  After a warm bath, Christina lay
on the freshly laundered bed linens and stared at the
ceiling.  She ran over in her mind, the myriad of details she
had discovered today.  She still could not believe the amount
of suffering Monsieur Benoit had been put through.  Years of
never knowing how his only son died, of where the body ended up and
whether his soul was properly at rest.  It disturbed Christina
that all of a sudden Charles had come to life at the mention of
Rafe’s ship’s name and her unfortunate reaction to that bit of
news.  But knowing that even years after she had left, Rafael
had still thought of her as his friend,  It warmed her heart
and eased some of the doubts about Rafe’s feelings towards her,
even after the way they had parted that fateful day on the
docks.

 

Two days later, Christina and Rebecca were in the dining room of
the hotel enjoying a light cup of tea after their breakfast. 
Rebecca was reading the paper while Christina sat watching the
people through the big picture windows facing Bourbon Street.


               
“Mademoiselle Dubois?”

               
“Wi?”  She looked up at the young man who had come to their
table.


               
“I have some correspondence for you from Monsieur Benoit. 
Also a letter came from Chicago for you.”


               
Rebecca dropped the paper she had been reading quickly and stared
at Christina hesitantly.  Christina pasted a smile on her face
and thanked the porter.


               
“What do you think it says?”

               
“I can only guess.  But let’s see.”  She opened the
missive with the silver opener the young man had left behind. 
Immediately Christina recognized her maman’s handwriting. 
“It’s from my maman.”  She skimmed the letter quickly and
looked up at Rebecca.  “She wants us to come home.  Papa
has purchased two tickets on one of his ships leaving a week from
tomorrow.  She’s not upset with me, just a little terrified
that we’re here alone.  She also says she expects to hear all
about our adventure.  She doesn’t mention my papa’s
reaction.  He will be the one I have disappointed and the one
I will have to face, and explain my hasty actions.  I only
hope he realized I only did this to settle my heart and mind.”


               
“And have you?  Settled what was in your heart and mind?”


               
“I guess I have been given no choice in the matter Rebecca, so it
doesn’t matter either way.”  She looked down at the letter in
her hands and smiled.  “We leave on the tide next week.”
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Chapter Five


 

 

 

 


               
The last few days in New Orleans were spent collecting souvenirs,
sampling food that couldn’t be found in Chicago and spending
countless hours with Charles Benoit to restore his hearth and
home.  The transformation was truly
amazing.  He had gone from almost a complete
invalid to an up and coming jovial older gentleman of
wealth.  Christina and Rebecca upon his request
had hired a household staff that had done miracles in only
days.  The house, inside and out was transformed
from the derelict building to a plantation mansion competing with
any other in the south.  Groundskeepers had been
brought in to trim and plant all the vegetation now bordering the
house as well.


               
The only thing over the years that had been taken care of where the
cane fields that supported the Benoit household and that was
because of Charles’ long time foreman Edgar
Reyes.  Edgar was of Mexican heritage and had
migrated north from his home over thirty years ago to seek his
fortune in another land.   He
had been fascinated with the diverse culture of New Orleans and
began to learn the ins and outs of sugar planting in the wild
climes of the south.  He ended up on the Benoit
plantation before Christina was born.  He
remembered the pretty little girl traipsing between her papa’s land
and Monsieur Benoit’s, chasing the younger Benoit many
times.


               
Edgar had been summoned to the big house by that same little girl,
but now grown into a beautiful woman.  She had
been very kind to him and sat in with Monsieur Benoit when they
discussed the state of affairs on the
plantation.  For several years Edgar had been
left to run the sugar cane production as the elder Benoit mourned
the loss of his only child.  Edgar understood
loss, for he had no family to speak of and he felt only sympathy
for his employer.  But the lovely Dubois girl had
brought a ray of sunshine and hope back into his life and maybe now
he could become a vital part of Benoit operations
again.


               
On their last day in New Orleans, Charles came into town and spent
the day with the women, taking them to even more historical sites
to visit.  It also served as a reacquaintance of
Charles’ heritage as well.  He enjoyed the outing
as much as Christina and Rebecca did and left them that evening,
happy and restored.  Christina cried happy tears
on his shoulder and promised letters weekly to inquire about
happenings in New Orleans.  Rebecca had picked up
more French while she had been there and could now carry on a
decent conversation with Monsieur Benoit to sufficiently say
good-bye.


               
Their luggage was boarded aboard the “Dawning Light” and other
passengers milled about on deck.  There would
actually only be ten passengers sailing with Christina and
Rebecca.  Her papa’s ships were more for
transporting goods between ports.  This one
carried rum, sugar and Indian silks, and was headed actually to
Boston.  From there, Christina and Rebecca would
sail on to Chicago.  They should expect to be
home in a little over a week; not nearly as long as the steamboat
trip.  They expected an uneventful voyage, seeing
as how the ocean was usually calm this early in the season, and
besides they would be safely following the coastline most of the
time.


               
Christina and Rebecca had boarded earlier and retired to their
shared cabin.  Christina began storing things in
trunks tightly to accommodate the ships movements in open
sea.  Rebecca sat at the small secretary writing
correspondence to the various homes of families that had requested
her services as governess.  The two women still
planned on opening the school, but it was at a later date in the
future and Rebecca needed to make her own way until
then.  Charles Benoit had even offered to help
finance their venture when they were ready. 
Rebecca was so engrossed in her letters; she didn’t realize it was
dinner time or that they had been under way for over an hour
already.  Christina and she dined with the
captain and the other eight passengers on Cajun red beans and rice
with a spicy corn bread.  They had red wine to
compliment their pallets and enjoyed tales of the seas told by
their captain.  Everyone retired just after
sunset and fell into a peaceful routine of quiet endeavors until
the gentle rocking of the ship lulled most of them to
sleep.


               
They passed the cape of Florida on the second day of sailing and
glimpsed the waters of the Atlantic Ocean with eagerness for the
trip home and remembrance for the time spent in the warm
gulf.


               
Late on the third day, Christina was speaking to Mr. and Mrs.
Grainger of New York, who were on their way back home after their
daughter’s marriage in Atlanta.  They had been in
New Orleans for only a few days and were enthralled with
Christina’s stories of all the things they had
missed.  The ship was pointed at a northeasterly
course and it was nearing sunset on the port side of the ship where
the group was.  All of the sudden a roll of
thunder could be heard and Christina turned instinctively to the
starboard side and noticed the rapidly growing gray
clouds.


               
“Looks as if we’re in for a shower,” Mr. Grainger
commented.


               
“Yes sir, it does,” one of the deck hands said in
passing.


               
“I believe we’ll retire for the evening to our cabin, how bout you
my dear Christina?”  Mr. Grainger took his wife’s
harm and began towards the stairs leading below
deck.


               
“I think I’ll stay for awhile.  It’s probably
going to pass and I think I’ll enjoy the fresh scents for a little
longer.”


               
“Of course dear.  Enjoy
yourself.”


               
“Thank you.  Good night.” 
Christina then walked to the other side of the ship to watch the
oncoming storm.


               
“It looks like it could be a big one miss,” the captain stepped up
beside her and watched the churning waters.  “You
would probably be better off to go below deck and wait it
out.”


               
“Hurricane, Captain Reeves?”

               
“No, not that big.  Probably a good size tropical
storm though.  I had hoped to outrun
it.”


               
“Good intentions do not make for the best laid plans do
they?”

               
“Nope, never do on the sea.”  At that, the first
patter of raindrops fell on the deck.


               
“I trust you captain, you’ll pull us
through.”


               
“Aye, that I will.  Enjoy your evening
dear.”


               
By the time Christina made it to the stairwell, the ship was
rocking along in the water enough to sway her into the side of the
railing, of course Christina was used to the pitch and roll of
ships in storms, so she never lost her footing as others most
likely would have.  She made her way to her cabin
and opened the door to find Rebecca already preparing their
settings for dinner.


               
“Cook brought our dinner early because of the
storm.  He said it’s light for our stomachs in
case the mal de mar attacks again.”


               
Christina patted Rebecca on the shoulder and
smiled.  “It most likely will; this storm will
probably be a doozy.”  She then sat down at the
small table and ate the cheese sandwiches and broth that cook had
prepared hurriedly for all the crew and
passengers.


               
An hour passed with the expected turbulence that Christina
predicted.  It undoubtedly left most of the
passengers crippled with upset stomachs, but Christina and Rebecca
were lucky and only felt mild discomfort as the ship was tossed
about on the unforgiving sea.  Rebecca lay in her
cot and tried to doze, while Christina sat on the end of the same
cot and daydreamed of warmer and brighter days. 
The captain had ordered all candles and lamps doused for fear of a
fire starting accidentally.  All evening the
thunder had crashed and the waves pelted the ship relentlessly, but
all in all, it was a fairly sedate storm and Christina figured they
would pull abreast of it soon.  Suddenly
something smashed the side of the ship near Rebecca’s and
Christina’s cabin.


               
Rebecca sat up quickly, “What was that?”


               
“Probably something above fell.  It happens in
storms.”


               
“It sounded as if it was just outside of the
wall.”  A clap of thunder drowned out any other
noises, but Christina’s explanation seemed to appease Rebecca, so
she settled back down.


               
“Is it possible we could get knocked off course in the
storm?”

               
“Possible, but not likely.  We’re too close to
shore.”

               
“Of course.”


               
“Don’t worry Rebecca, we’ll be fine.”


               
“I’m not worried, just…” another loud bang came from the side of
the ship again, “Christina, I know what you said, but unless my
ears are deceiving me, that came from just below us and outside of
these walls.”


               
“I heard it too.  It’s possible some debris may
have toppled overboard and is being thrown against the side of the
ship.”


               
At that time a short rap on the cabin door interrupted anything
else that might have been offered as
explanation.  Christina felt her way to the door
and opened it slightly.  The captain’s cabin boy
stood in the hallway with a hurricane lantern held
aloft.  “I came to reassure you ladies that all
is well and we’re weathering the storm
fine.”


               
“Thank you Samuel.  Have we lost any cargo
Samuel?  My friend and I heard some bumps against
the hull and we were concerned we may have hit something.”

               
“I’ll check into it Miss.  But don’t you be
worrying; we’ll be seeing sunny skies again by
tomorrow.”


               
“Thank you Samuel,” and with that, he moved on to the next
cabin.


               
Christina decided to try and get some rest as well, for the rocking
of the ship was still somehow comforting to her, even the turbulent
thrashing outside was soothing in a way.  As she
was dozing, she pondered her future.  She
absolutely must make it clear that she had no romantic notions
towards Alan Chandler.  Of course her maman would
protest, but her papa would understand, for he wouldn’t really lose
his business partner or friend, it would have just been nice to
have him as a son-in-law as well.  Daphne just
wished stability for her daughter and Christina understood that
completely, it just would have to be with the right
man.


               
All of the sudden a crash from outside the door to the cabin had
both women clutching at each other.  “That was
not debris.”  Shortly thereafter came hideous
screaming and yelling.  “Oh my lord Christina,
what is going on?”


               
“I don’t know Rebecca, stay here, I’ll check it out.”

               
“Absolutely not!”  She grabbed her friend and
held fast.  “It sounds like someone is being
murdered out there.”


               
“Don’t be ridiculous Rebecca…” the door crashed open before
Christina could finish reassuring her
friend.


               
“My lady!”  Samuel stood silhouetted in the
doorway holding the lantern and a pistol.


               
“Samuel, whatever is going on?”


               
“We’ve been boarded!  It’s
pirates!”


               
“Pirates!  Are you sure?”

               
“Yes milady.  Please stay to your cabin, and do
not open the door for anyone but me or the
captain.”


               
“But…”


               
“Please milady, just stay here out of sight.”

               
“All right then Samuel, but please don’t be long in reporting
back.”  He then waited till the door was securely
latched before disappearing down the hall
again.


               
“Christina,” Rebecca called to her friend in the dark, “What is
going on?  I thought I heard mention of
pirates.”


               
“Surely they have been mistaken.  Who would be so
foolish as to attack and try to board a ship in this
storm?”  Christina found her way precariously to
the bunk and sat down next to a shivering
Rebecca.  The two women huddled together and
listened intently for any more noises other than the occasional
loud claps of thunder and the incessant creaking of the ship as she
rode the waves of the storm.


               
They didn’t have to wait long, for another crash outside the door,
followed by the rapport of a single gunshot froze both women to the
core.


               
“Oh my God, that was gunfire Christina!  What is
going on?”


               
“I don’t know.”

               
Suddenly a loud knocking on the door sounded, followed by an
equally loud and gruff voice.  “We know there are
passengers aboard this ship, so open your doors and file into the
hallway.  If all doors are not opened by the time
I count to three, we will break them in and fire at
will.  One…”


               
Rebecca gasped and clung fearfully to Christina’s
hand.  “Come Rebecca; let us see what is about
out there.”


               
“Two…”


               
“But Samuel said…”


               
“We have no choice, come on, and hurry.” 
Christina threw open the door to face the muzzle of a pistol
staring her down.  “Sir!  Have
you no manners,” Christina was outraged and more scared than in any
other time of her life, which apparently made her reckless with her
speech to the swarthy looking man, pointing his firearm directly
into her face.


               
“Well, well, well.  It seems we have a lady here,
and who else is with you miss?”


               
“Would you kindly remove your pistol from my face
sir?  Then my companion and I will gladly come
out of our cabin as you’ve asked.”


               
“You’ll come out regardless little lady,” he then grabbed Christina
by the upper arm and propelled her into the hallway along with
other passengers already gathered there.


               
“Christina!”  Rebecca rushed out to the aid of
her friend, also to be accosted by the man as he pointed the pistol
towards her as she ran out of the cabin.


               
“I’m fine Rebecca,” the two friends embraced and glanced around at
the other occupants of the hallway.  There were
three unfamiliar men dressed in dark clothing holding pistols and
one even held a large, lethal looking blade. 
They seemed to be gathering and herding all the passengers above
deck and into the still raging
storm. 


               
Once above deck, Christina glanced around and noticed that some of
the crew from “The Dawning Light” were also being held at gun point
as well.  A few men were even prostrate on the
deck, unmoving.  This posed some concern for
Christina as she also noticed blood pooling near the body of one of
those crew members also.


               
“Move senorita.  To the side of the ship if you
please.  We’ll be abandoning ship
soon.”


               
“What?  Are you
serious?”


               
“Move!  No questions.”


               
“Christina?  How dangerous is it to be leaving
the ship in this storm?”


               
“Well, they did it.  I guess we’ll just have to
pray that nothing else bad happens.”


               
It took all of about fifteen minutes before the orders were issued
for the assembled passengers and meager crew to begin scaling the
starboard side of the ship to four waiting dinghy’s
below.  The trek was dangerous enough without the
high winds and driving rain.  All members made it
with no mishap and were slowly beginning to lose sight of the
ship.  No one knew where they were headed, except
for the heavily armed men guarding the passengers of “the Dawning
Light.”  Christina scanned the turbulent ocean
waters for signs of another vessel she knew had to be
near.  She soon saw it and thanked the heavens at
least for them not having to brave the rest of the storm in the
small crafts they were huddled in now.


               
Once again the passengers clambered up the side of a
ship.  However this time, one of the gentlemen
passengers lost his footing half way up and plunged to the sea
below.  Luckily one of the pirates was able to
spot him and fish him out again, before he was lost to a watery
grave.  On deck of the foreign ship, Christina,
Rebecca, and the other eight passengers plus five crew members of
“The Dawning Light” huddled together to try and keep warm and dry,
as the pirate ship’s crew stood guard and looking as if they
awaited someone’s orders.  It wasn’t long before
those orders came.  An older man lumbered forward
and stopped before one of “The Dawning Light’s”
crew.


               
“Is this all of your passengers?”


               
At first the man did not speak, but then when a knife was swiftly
put to his throat he stuttered an affirmative
answer.  “Yes, this is all the
passengers.  And a few crew as
well.  What do you mean to do with
us?”


               
“That will be up to the captain to decide.  Now
all you’s get below in the hold till Captain Blake returns and
decides what he’ll be doing with all his treasures,” and the man
leered openly at the four women among the
prisoners.


               
We were separated below into three groups; the four women and the
rest of the men were broken up into two groups and herded into
small cabins.  There was a small scuffle when Mr.
Grainger refused to be separated from his wife, but it was quickly
deflected as another swarthy pirate deftly punched the man in the
stomach and pushed the man into the cabin.  Mrs.
Grainger gasped but realized the futility of fighting back. Once in
our respective cabins, each person responded to the situation
differently.  Mrs. Grainger wept quietly in a
corner on the one bunk.  Mrs. Colt was a widow
woman traveling with her son; she stood resolutely by the port hole
staring out at the darkened sea.  Rebecca stood
quietly beside Christina who seemed to be faring the
best.


               
“Christina, you know they will have the captain’s logs and realize
that one of us is the ship’s owners
relative.”


               
“Yes, I am aware of that.”


               
“What do you think they will do with us?”  This
from the widow woman.


               
“Ransom most likely for some of us.  The rest
will probably be put to shore along with the
crew.”


               
“Why would they do this to us?”  Mrs. Grainger
sniffled out.


               
“We were in the wrong place, wrong time.  We
weren’t targeted in my opinion.  They were
probably just out scouting and found us vulnerable in the
sea.”


               
“We’ll know soon enough.  What should we do or
say Christina?”

               
We’ll tell the truth.  Who we are, what we are
doing and where we are headed.”


               
“What happened to the captain and the rest of the crew?”

               
“They will stay with the ship until they dock and release the
cargo.  Most likely they will confiscate the ship
and then release those crew that wish to go. 
Pirates aren’t as notorious for mayhem as you’ve probably
heard.  They are more interested in value of
property and what they can make for profit. 
Killing us or hurting us would not bring them any
coin.”


               
“What about my husband?  They hurt
him.”


               
“We just need to cooperate.”
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Above deck, the storm began to abate.  The pirate
ship crew began to prepare their holds for the transfer of the
captive ship’s stores.  As soon as the seas
calmed enough, they would lay catwalks between the two ships and
begin moving cargo that was easily transported. 
During this time, the infamous pirate captain made his way back to
his own ship.  Exhausted, drenched to the bone
and sore from the scuffle of the initial taking of “The Dawning
Light” he silently made his rounds of his own vessel and informed
the crew of the plans.


               
“Captain?”


               
“Yes Jean?”

               
“What of the passengers sir?”


               
“Well, it would seem we have some very interesting guests
Jean.  One of the ladies is the owner of the
ship’s daughter.”


               
“For sure?”

               
“Her captain told me himself.  Mademoiselle
Christina Dubois and her companion, Rebecca
Francis.  Monsieur Felipe we may have hit on
something here that will leave us with a nice purse to go all
around.  Let us go down and greet our
guests.”


               
“Should you have need of your cabin boy
sir?”


               
“Yes, send Miguel to my cabin.  Then tell Hans to
prepare our meals.  We’ll dine with our guests
this morning.”


               
“Wi Capitan.”


               
Captain Blake entered his quarters, removing his soaked clothing
and tossing them on the floor for Miguel to
retrieve.  He toweled off and moved to the trunk
at the foot of his bed.  His cabin was largely a
meeting room, map storage and sleeping quarters all put
together.  It was primitive in the least, but it
served purposes for the man and the men under his
command.


               
“Senor Capitan, you called for me?”


               
“Yes Miguel, I’ll need a fresh shave and clothes to dine and break
the mornings fast with our guests.”


               
“Si, right away senor.”

 


               
Christina and her fellow shipmates were once again herded out of
their cabins and into a large room, usually known as the map room
on ships like this.  However, aboard this ship,
it was formal dining room.  The smells from the
galley which seemed to be just below wafted up and permeated the
air enticingly.  One of the gentleman grumbled
that it was “Nice of the pirates to feed us before killing us that
was for sure.”  The response was a low moan from
one of the ladies and a rolling of the eyes from his
cohorts.  As they all stood around anxiously, a
tall, slender, gray haired man entered and summoned everyone to
have a seat wherever they pleased.  A few took
the chairs offered but some stood their ground and began to
question the man.


               
“What will you be doing with us sir?”  Mrs.
Grainger asked from the safety of her husband’s
embrace.


               
“Captain will be joining you shortly and he’ll explain the way of
things then mademoiselle.”


               
“And just who is your captain?”  Mr. Grainger
asked.


               
“That is Captain Blake.  He hails from the vast
seas.  He’s a good and fair
captain…”


               
“Good and fair?  How can you say that when he’s
taken our ship, our supplies and our lives into dangerous
circumstances?”  This from Mr.
Ryder.


               
“Well, you could be dead I figure, but ya
ain’t.”


               
“For now.  How can we be sure that it isn’t in
store for us soon?”


               
“Well, I don’t rightly figure you can.  But as I
was saying, Captain Blake is a fair man, when it comes to his
crew,” and he smirked at the interrupter.  “He’s
been sailing the seas since he was a wee babe. 
Grew up on the water just like all the fish in the sea, he
did.  He can navigate by the stars in the heavens
alone and he can tell when a storm is brewing just by the smell of
the waves.  My name is Jean Felipe and I’ve been
with Captain Blake for now on five years.  He
rescued me from a Mexican prison, along with half the crew you’ll
see here about.”


               
“You paint him as a hero,” Christina spoke up this time, “but he is
after all, a pirate.  As are you Jean
Felipe.”


               
“Wi.  All of us are pirates. 
Pirates for the good of the deep blue
seas.”


               
“For the good!”  An outraged cry came from Mr.
Ryder.  “You steal from one man, take what he has
rightfully earned and turn around and claim it was ill gotten
spoils for your gain.”


               
“True.”


               
“And what of your captives?  Are we also to be
exploited by being sold off like chattel?”

               
“Of course not Mr. Ryder,” Captain Blake entered the room at that
time.  “You are my guests until I say
otherwise.”


               
A gasp from the corner of the room had everyone turning in that
direction to see what was wrong.  Rebecca
immediately reached out and grasped Christina and let her lean into
her.  “Christina?  Are you
ill?  You are as pale as a
ghost.”


               
“Allow me,” Captain Blake took Christina’s elbow and escorted her
to a seat at the table, “Please, have a seat, I can’t have one of
my guests accusing me of neglecting them to the point of
exhaustion, now can I?  Here have some fresh
juice, it will refresh you.”


               
“Who are you,” she stammered hesitantly, ignoring the proffered
juice.


               
Rebecca moved to stand beside Christina’s chair and watched the two
interact.  Something about Captain Blake had
upset her friend and she intended to find out
what.


               
“Capitan Ismael Blake my lady, at your service,” and he bowed
elegantly at the waist to her.


               
“But you…it can’t be.  I don’t
understand.”


               
“Christina, what is it?  Is something
wrong?”


               
“I…it’s just…”she continued to stare unbelievingly at the man
before her.


               
A chuckle came from the other side of the room from Jean Felipe,
“Well captain that’s a new one.  You’ve done gone
and left the poor girl speechless and you haven’t even shown her
your…”


               
“Jean!  That’s quite enough. 
I’m sure Ms. Dubois is just tired and a little upset about the
circumstances you all find yourself in right
now.  But please rest assured, you are all quite
safe aboard my ship.”


               
“You know me?”  Christina asked
hesitantly.


               
“Of course, I make it a priority to learn all my guest’s
names.  It makes it less awkward over
meals.”  He smiled endearingly at the others in
the room.


               
“Oh.  You checked the captain’s
log.”


               
“Yes, my dear, I did check the captain’s log, but please, before we
get started on that, let’s all set down and enjoy our
breakfast.”


               
Everyone was hesitant to sit down at first, but as food and
beverage began to be brought in, their appetites and fatigue won
over and they began to sit.


               
Rebecca watched Christina carefully and moved to sit beside
her.  “Are you sure you are all right
Christina?”


               
No response came from Christina immediately; she just continued to
stare at Captain Blake.  Finally she turned
hesitantly to face Rebecca.  Her friend saw
fatigue and worry written clearly on her face, but in a brief
moment a flash of something hopeful passed Christina’s
eyes.  Then she smiled and patted Rebecca’s
hand.   “Rebecca, look at Captain Blake,”
she whispered to her friend, “Does he remind you of
someone?”


               
Rebecca glanced at the man at the head of the table who was
casually talking to the men seated near
him.   He was a moderately built man with
the dark skin tone of the people who were perpetually at
sea.  His hair was black as midnight and was left
long.  It was tied back with a leather strip and
hung down his back.  His clothing was of
excellent quality and fit him to perfection.  The
man obviously worked diligently alongside his crew as made obvious
by the strength and body deportment he
presented.  He was clean shaven and smiled openly
to reveal an even white smile.  Rebecca wandered
if truly this man had been a pirate all his life as Jean Felipe
proclaimed.  Most of the sailors Rebecca had
encountered weren’t nearly as well kept as this man seemed to
be.


               
“Captain Blake?”  Rebecca called to the man,
noticing that Christina flinched beside
her.


               
“Wi Mademoiselle Francis.”  Christina jerked to
attention at the French he used to answer
Rebecca.  She stared a hole through the man,
willing him to speak more of her native
tongue.


               
“Where again are you from sir?”


               
He smiled at the room at large, then leaned forward and clasped his
hands beneath his chin.  “Well now, that is a
long story.  I do believe I was born in a hovel
in Mexico somewhere.  An orphan most assuredly,
for I have no recollection of parents.  Of course
my native country was really no good to me, so I sadly made my way
up the only way I knew how.  Robbing, cheating
and otherwise surviving.  I have always sailed of
course, and it was like second nature for me to be aboard a vessel
for most of my life as well.  I worked my way
aboard a ship when I was in my early twenties and took over the
captain’s position with no interference from the
crew.  It would seem they much preferred my
experience over the hardships of their current commander in
chief.  The rest you could say is
history.”


               
“But why the piracy?”


               
“Ah, and now we come to the crux of the matter my
dear.  Mostly to get back at the Mexicans
shipping trade for the hardships they put my people
through.”


               
“But we are not Mexican.”


               
“Of course.  But very unfortunate that you should
be on a ship carrying cargo that will benefit me and my
people.  I plan to restore a little of lost
wealth by selling cheaply and quickly back to my
country.  As for you, the passengers, well, most
of you will be free to go.”


               
“Most of us?  What do you mean most of
us?”  Rebecca asked.


               
“Some of you, and I believe you know who you are, can be very
valuable assets to me.”


               
“Why you dirty, sneaky…” this again from Mr.
Ryder.


               
“Wait!  Before you go on, consider this…I could
have killed you all and be done with it, or I can ransom you and
return you safely to your loved ones with a little loss to the
pocket.  I’m sure they wouldn’t
mind.  I know some very happy people who will
most assuredly not mind the additional income it will bring
them.”


               
“What I find sir,” and Rebecca stared thoughtfully at the man at
the head of the table, “a very confusing thing indeed, is how it is
you have no Spanish accent sir, you speak fluent French and not a
single word in your native tongue has passed your lips this
evening.”


               
“Muy bien observado senorita, pero le asequro, si mi cultura muy
bien y estoy orgulloso de aquella cultura.  And
furthermore, as to my accent, I have to be able to adapt to many
situations and if that means being a French count, an English dandy
or a dirty Mexican, then so be it.  Any more
questions as to my heritage my lady?”


               
“I would…” Rebecca was gently nudged from under the table by
Christina’s foot and stopped midsentence as her friend answered for
her.


               
“Ningun senor, no mas preguntas.  Pero no creo su
historia.  Usted no es a quien usted dice que
usted es.  Usted lo sabre y lo
se.  me gustaria hablarle in privado mas tarde si
puedo.  Nadie mas en este cuarto dice el espanol,
tan no deje en que he dicho.”


               
He eyed Christina with surprise, and then
smiled.  “Of course my dear. 
It’s lovely to hear my native tongue spoken so eloquently and by
such a beautiful woman.  You are quite right to
ascertain that I do not get to speak it very often at
sea.  Perhaps after we break our fast, you would
accompany me above deck for a stroll and I would find out how you
come by knowing the Spanish language.”


               
“Of course.  I look forward to
it.”


               
“Now please, eat.  Everyone, enjoy what my cook
has prepared for you.  Do not worry you will all
be about your normal lives soon.”


               
“What was that all about Christina?”  Rebecca
hissed under her breath.


               
“Rebecca, Captain Blake is not really Captain
Blake.  He’s Rafe.”


               
“He’s what?”  She hissed even
louder.


               
“Hush, they’ll here you.  He’s Rafael Benoit and
I mean to find out why he’s lying about all
this.  Now eat before he becomes even more
suspicious.”


               
“Are you sure?”  But when Christina turned her
pretty face to look at her best friend, Rebecca had no doubt in the
world that Christina believed that this Captain Blake was instead
the long last Rafael Benoit.

 

 “You
surprise me Ms. Dubois.  I would not have even
considered you to question me and even more so for it to be in a
private audience.  I thought for sure you would
at least have your companion along side.”


               
“Oh don’t worry Captain.  Rebecca is never very
far from me.”  He smiled and offered her his arm
again so that she could stroll along deck
securely.  “Let’s get to the heart of the matter
Rafe.  Why are you doing this? 
Why the disguise?”


               
“Disguise?  What disguise?  And
who is Rafe?”


               
“Don’t play games with me Rafe.  We’re no longer
children.”


               
“Ms. Dubois I believe you have mistaken me for someone
else.  It won’t be the first time I’ve been said
to resemble another man, but I can assure you, I am Captain Ismael
Blake; none other.”


               
“Prove it.”


               
“Prove what.”


               
“Rebecca was right.  You have no Spanish accent
and when you did speak in Spanish, you didn’t speak it with the
drawl most Spaniards have.  Yet your French is
natural to you.”


               
“You my dear are delirious.  I apologize for the
lack of courtesy we’ve extended to you and your other
shipmates.  You need your rest, please allow me
to escort you below so that you may get some
rest.”


               
“You deny that you are Rafael Benoit?”

               
“Mademoiselle, I deny having ever met the man, but he must be
getting the same grief I get if he looks as much like me as you
seem to think.  I’d hate for someone else to take
the blame for any of my ehhh
indiscretions.”


               
“But you…”


               
“And as I said before, I get that all the
time.”


               
And with a final dip and bow, he left Christina at her door with
Rebecca not too far behind.  “What did he
say?”

               
“He says he’s not Rafael.”


               
“Christina, are you sure?  It has been fifteen
years since you last saw him.”


               
“You’re right Rebecca, but for every day of those fifteen years I
have kept a picture of him in my mind.  Either he
has a twin or he’s lying.  And I know for a fact
that Rafe did not have a twin.”

 

 “She
believes I’m someone else Jean.”


               
“Who does she think you are?”


               
“Someone named Rafael Benoit.”


               
“A Frenchman, like me?”


               
“Wi Jean, a Frenchman.”


               
“Well Captain, it could be a possibility.”


               
“I sincerely doubt it.  How would I have come to
be in Mexico and why was no one sent looking for this Rafael if I
were him?”


               
“Maybe they didn’t know where to look.  You did
wash up on a shore with no recollection of your
past.  It’s entirely
possible.”


               
“Let’s see how things progress with our debutante before we go
jumping to conclusions.  It’s possible she could
be lying to try and buy my sympathies so I’ll let her
go.”


               
“Speaking on those lines, what do we plan on doing with our
passengers?”


               
“We will stop off at base camp and allow all but Miss Dubois, Miss
Francis and Mr. Ryder and Mr. Doyle to embark on another ship back
to the mainland.  We will conduct ransom notes
for Miss Dubois and Mr. Ryder.  Mr. Doyle already
had a hefty sum on his head which I plan to
collect.  I bet our good friends did not know
that one among them was an escaped convict with a price on his
head.”


               
“And what of the little moppet Miss
Francis?”


               
“You sweet on her Jean?”

               
“She is a handsome woman.”


               
“She’s Miss Dubois’ companion, so she will no doubt stay glued to
her side.”


               
“How about you and that Miss Dubois?”


               
“She’s easy collateral Jean.  That’s
all.”


               
“Her papa will doubtless pay good money to get his precious
daughter back.  And after losing a ship and cargo
too.  Will they be staying at
camp?”


               
“No, we’ll be sailing to the island shortly after relieving the
crew and sending the ransoms.”

               
“You plan to take them to the island monsieur? 
Isn’t that a bit dangerous?”

               
“Only Miss Dubois will be accompanying me to the island
Jean.”


               
“Oh merci Capitan.  You can’t mean to compromise
the young chit can you?”


               
“Of course not Jean.  I have never forced the
ladies, you know that.  But I have a feeling that
Miss Dubois is not going to let me out of her sight, not the other
way around.”


               
“Well, for propriety sake, you should probably take Ms.
Francis.”


               
“Yes, I suppose, for your sake,” and he winked as he headed back up
on deck.

 

The next two days passed
uneventfully.  The passengers were allowed to
traverse the ship freely, but the crew did keep cautious eyes
out.  Christina and Rebecca stayed mostly to
themselves in their cabin.  They missed the
departure of the few passengers and the remaining crew of “The
Dawning Light”.  The ransom notes were written
and posted and the trip began to progress further out to sea and at
a southeasterly heading.


               
“Where do you plan on taking us Senor Blake?” 
Christina again walked with the pirate captain on
deck.  They had been making evening outings
together so both could learn of the others plans
surreptitiously.


               
“To my island.”


               
“Why?  Why not leave us with Mr.
Ryder?”


               
“I could have my dear, but then I would feel terrible if either you
or Ms. Francis were set upon by my degenerate
crew.  Not that I wouldn’t punish anyone so
foolish as to lay a finger on you, but men do have the tendency to
follow their baser instincts when they’ve been to sea for a
time.  Add a little drink to the mix and you
could have a potentially volatile
situation.”


               
“And what about you sir, do your baser instincts kick in as
well?  Do I need to take precautions where you
are concerned?”  He looked down at the young
woman and smiled.  Of course Christina saw the
predatory gleam in his eyes before he masked it. 
That one glance made her shiver
uncontrollably.


               
“Are you chilled Miss Dubois?”


               
“No, I’m fine.”


               
“As to your question, you have nothing to fear from me.”

               
“A gentleman pirate?”


               
He laughed outright at that.  It was a purely
masculine laugh, but it touched a part of Christina that made her
all jittery inside.  “A gentleman
pirate!  Oh yes, that is one I haven’t heard
before.  I don’t believe the two words should
ever be in the same sentence, do you?”


               
“You have been a gentleman to us Rafael, and I do thank you for the
hospitality.”


               
“A means to an end.  And my name is
Ismael.  I would like for you to call me by that
name, not your fictitious man who looks like me.”

               
“Of course, I’m sorry.”


               
“Tell me a little about yourself Miss
Dubois.”


               
“What would you like to know?”

               
“You said you lived in Illinois, start there. 
What is it like?”

               
“Cold,” she laughed delightedly.  “Nothing like
here.  Even in summer, there is still a chill in
the air.  People there are
more…inhibited.”


               
“And you are not?”  He smiled down at her and
guided her around a coil of rope.


               
“I’m not originally from Illinois.  I’m native to
Louisiana.  Same as
you.”


               
“Stop with that nonsense about me being someone I’m not,” he came
to an abrupt halt and her with him as he still held her elbow to
guide her.  “I am Captain Ismael Blake, notorious
pirate, scourge of the sea,” as he spoke, the spark in his eyes
ignited and began to burn through the young woman beside
him.  “I was born a bastard, grew up a heathen,
and live my life by a pistol or saber.  You would
do well to remember that for the remainder of our time
together.  I will leave you to find your way back
to your cabin.  I have things to see to before we
reach the island tomorrow.  Good evening,” and he
left her standing at the deck railing.
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The island was set amongst a
grouping of smaller islands which made only one accessible way to
the port.  The opposite side was ringed with
jagged rocks and dangerous under water reefs several miles
out.  Christina and Rebecca were escorted out of
their cabins and into the dingy off the side of the
ship.  Christina could only see island scrub and
palm trees on the land itself.  She saw no sign
of habitation, but she was fairly certain that Captain Blake had a
secure hideaway nestled somewhere deep in the island
bush.  The men rowing the boat made short work of
the trip to shore and Rebecca and Christina were handed gently to
the warm sand by Jean Felipe who had been instructed to accompany
the ladies ashore by his captain.  So far, the
ladies had been quiet and cooperative, but Jean knew from
experience that women could change moods like the
weather.

“Jean Felipe, will we be
setting up camp here on the beach?”  Rebecca
asked pleasantly, while fanning herself with her linen
kerchief.

“Only if you wish to be
eaten by the banshees.”


“Banshees?  Now you
jest.”

“Well, maybe not banshees,
but the wild hogs do squeal like banshees when they are on the
hunt.  They hunt at night on these beaches, so if
you really would like to sleep out here tonight, I’ll leave you a
pallet and a spear.”

“Absolutely
not!”

Christina laughed discreetly
behind her hand at Rebecca’s outburst.  She knew
Jean Felipe was playing with her friend.  Jean
Felipe also began laughing.  “The casa is through
there,” he pointed to the jungle where a path became visible at his
direction.  A few men appeared and began
gathering the trunks and crates that were being unloaded on the
shore and then traipsing back along the pathway. 
Christina and Rebecca were instructed to follow them and stay
strictly to the path.  They walked for awhile
through thick underbrush, swatting at branches and bugs
alike.  Christina wiped at the sweat that beaded
on her face, while the moisture she couldn’t reach, ran down her
spine and chest in streams.  Unfortunately, she
saw no reprieve from the heat in the near
future.  The men were better dressed for the
clime in loose fitting breaches and vests, or some even bare
chested, and this allowed them to push on relentlessly, while the
women followed grudgingly behind.

“How much further Jean
Felipe?”  Rebecca obviously suffered the effects
of the island heat as much as Christina.

“We are here
madam.”  Jean Felipe spread his arms wide at an
absolutely beautiful scene before them.  The
buildings themselves were set into the jungle foliage and were
almost hidden unless you saw the many people scurrying about
through the courtyard.  They obviously had been
expecting their master back soon and were hurrying to get things
ready for his arrival.  Christina could see that
the casa was open and airy, with billowing white curtains at
several patios.

“Come ladies, the captain
has requested your rooms to be readied so that you may refresh
yourselves.”  And so the party descended upon the
villa and were greeted pleasantly by servants who escorted
Christina and Rebecca first to a bath house just off their
appointed rooms.  The bath was made entirely of
limestone and had fresh water springs running through the center of
the room and ending in a waterfall outside of one of the
patios.

“You will have complete
privacy here senoras,” a young woman began laying out fresh linen
clothes on the smooth ledges around the room. 
Both Christina and Rebecca thanked the woman and then began the
comforting ablutions of getting clean once
again.  Christina lounged on one of the limestone
ledges in a soft white shift as Rebecca perused the rest of the
room.

“This is absolutely
amazing.”

“It’s beautiful,
Rebecca.  I can’t wait to see the rest of the
villa.”

“Perhaps Captain Blake will
have arrived by now and can show us around.  But
first, you need your rest.  I suggest we retire
and get a siesta.”

“Of course you are right
Rebecca.  I am a little
tired.”  They each went through separate
passageways to adjoining rooms connected by short
hallways.  Christina’s room was done in cool
blues with billowing sheer curtains at the patio doors which opened
to a beautiful view of the ocean.  Christina’s
clothing was laid out at the foot of the bed on her
trunk.  The bed itself was draped in netting to
keep out insects, but to Christina it looked like Heaven, insects
or not.  She pulled the panel back and lay down
on the soft mattress.  It took only minutes
before she dozed off peacefully.  Next door,
Rebecca dressed quickly and then peered in on her
friend.  She saw her soundly sleeping and thought
to herself, “Good, she needs the rest.”  Quietly,
Rebecca exited the room and followed the short hallway back to her
own room.  The maid from earlier had left a tray
of tea per Rebecca’s request, and so Rebecca poured herself a cup
and went out onto the patio off her room.  The
view was breathtaking.  The crystal blue sky met
the azure ocean waters and melted together into
one.  It was almost as if the world was encased
in a blue bubble with the tiny island the only anchoring
point.  Of course the view was dotted with the
island scenery to which Rebecca had never seen such lush
foliage.  Even New Orleans couldn’t boast the
wildlife growing here.  Riots of color fought
with greenery and won out in sporadic blooms of pinks, purples,
oranges, and yellows.  And the smells from the
tropical flowers were intoxicating, as was the gentle breeze
blowing in that brought the tangy smell of salt water to mingle its
scent as well.  Rebecca could hear the sounds of
birds cackling and chirping and wandered as to what kinds were
flitting through the trees in bright burst of
color.  Time seemed to pass so slowly for her,
that before she realized it, the maid had returned and asked if her
and her companion would be ready for dinner in an
hour.  Rebecca replied that yes, that would be
fine and would someone be escorting them or where they to find
their own way?

“Senor Felipe will come for
you and the senorita.”

“Thank you
Maria.”

Rebecca quietly entered
Christina’s room, but found her already dressed and sitting in a
chair by the patio, starring out, much as Rebecca had done
earlier.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t
it?”

“Yes, it
is.”

“I wander how a pirate of
notorious infamy can remain hidden here in this paradise for so
long?  And why does he not stop his pillaging, he
obviously has a comfortable home here?”

“Ask him
Christina.  It looks as if we’ll be here for a
little while at least until your father gets the
ransom.”

“Yes, until then I will
delve into this Captain Blake’s past, and present
circumstances.”

“He hasn’t been the most
forthcoming host, has he?”

“I will find a way Rebecca,
to prove he’s Rafe.  Something happened to make
him believe he is this other person Ismael Blake.
 I won’t give up till I find out the
truth.”

“Just watch
yourself.  He is after all, still a
pirate.”

 

Dinner that evening
consisted of fresh oysters with a lemon zest, baked codfish, pan
seared scallops with chopped scallions, also in a lemon
sauce.  Fresh cut vegetables and homemade bread
also were present.  A light sherry was given to
the ladies, while the men had some of the fine Brandy stolen from
The Dawning Light’s hold.  Talk around
the table was pleasant and consisted mostly of how Captain Blake
was able to find this island and make it
habitable.

“Well, as you’ve already
seen, most of the necessities were already here…fresh water,
timber, vegetation.  And the ocean provided most
of the meats for awhile.  I did introduce a few
cattle for milk and another source of meat, as well as chickens and
pigs.  Later, we found out that wild boars
already inhabited the island as well.  At first,
my crew would come ashore and help to build the temporary
lodgings.  Of course, I had to commission someone
to build the actual building you are in right now, but that is
another story.”

“Are we safe here, Mr.
Blake?”  Rebecca inquired, “Because I have
noticed how open everything is.  I wouldn’t want
to wake on the morrow with one of those notorious boars in my bed
with me.”

He laughed pleasantly at
Rebecca’s question, but then seriously answered
her.  “You are quite protected
here.  We have perimeter fencing set up all
around the villa and armed sentries patrolling the
grounds.  You may rest easy my dear Ms.
Francis.”

“Why does your crew not
accompany you here Monsieur Blake?”

“By choice
mostly.  I set strict guidelines for my
island.  The only liquor here is what you see
before you.  The women on this island are either
married or the young daughters of those married
women.  I will say that my crew is a very loyal
band of men, but they will be just that…men.  And
they enjoy their drinks and…other past
times.”

“I see. 
And where is your wife sir?  Such a beautiful
home couldn’t possibly be run efficiently with you gone a pirating
all of the time.”

“I have no wife madam,” he
grinned at Christina who felt like a trapped rabbit under that
intense scrutiny.  “I have a very competent
assistant who overseas things here while I am away on business,”
and he emphasized the ‘business’ part of that
statement.

“Of
course.”

“Since we are on the subject
of business, I thought I might let you in on the details of your
ransom.”

“Don’t worry Monsieur Blake,
my papa will pay you.”

“No doubt he will,” and he
eyed her speculatively.  “But don’t you want to
know what your life is worth to me?”

“Of course not
sir.  All I ask is that we be allowed to continue
as we have here, unharmed and moderately taken care of our
needs.”

“Has my hospitality thus far
given you reason to believe that I would otherwise harm or ignore
you?”

“No, but I know sometimes
that ransoms can be tedious affairs…”

“Oh do you
now?  Has this happened to you before?”

               
“Well no, but…”

“Oh I
see.  It’s what you’ve
overheard.  Well, don’t worry my dear senorita; I
am prepared to wait for as long as it takes. 
Now, having said that, would you like to take a stroll with me
through the gardens?  I’m sure you’ll find it
quite different than on the ship.”

“I would very much enjoy
that.”

He then stood and walked
around to her chair and helped her from her
seat.  Together, they left the room, leaving
Rebecca and Jean Felipe to finish their dinners
together.

Strolling through the
gardens, Christina relied on Ismael to guide her along the path
with a hand at her elbow.  “How did you and Ms.
Francis meet?”

“At a school I
attended.  She was my teacher and then my
chaperone, and finally became my friend.  I guess
you could say we were forced together by
circumstances.”

“Yours or
hers?”


“Mine.”

“I
figured.”

“Why do you say
that?”  Christina immediately took offense to his
comment.

“You just seem to be a very
independent woman, with ideas and feelings of your
own.  Most women I’ve known are fragile creatures
who rely on their fathers or husbands to support
them.  They don’t have any interests outside
their homes and they belong solely to a
man.”

“You’re right; I don’t fit
the bill at all for most women.  I’ve always had
a streak in me that makes me act out and be
independent.  Neither of my parents are like
that, but they seem to think it’s because I grew up in New
Orleans.  Of course I ran wild for the first ten
years of my life before maman and papa decided boarding school
should calm me down.  It only got
worse.  That’s how Rebecca got stuck with
me.  She was supposed to keep me out of
trouble.  Unfortunately, it looks as if I have
corrupted her.”

“I can honestly say that I
believe you there, but please tell me why you believe
that.”

“It was my idea to go to New
Orleans.”

“Lots of people travel Ms.
Dubois.”

“True, but most people don’t
sneak out of their parents homes to do
it.”

“You little devil,” he
laughed down at the young woman, and watched as she blushed
prettily and then began to laugh too.  “So what
was so important in New Orleans, that you defied all reason to get
there?”

The smile left Christina’s
face and she turned those cerulean blue eyes up to
him.  She then laid a fine boned hand upon his
chest and spoke so quietly that Ismael almost missed her
declaration.  “I came to find
you.”

Ismael sighed and took her
delicate hand in his own.  “Christina, are you in
love with him?”

She seemed genuinely
disturbed by his question and stuttered her
answer.  “No, of course not. 
I, I just want to know what happened to my
friend.  We parted on very bad terms you
see.  I just want to know that he is all right,
safe, loved.”

“I do
see.  Tell me about this…Rafael
then.”  Again he took her elbow and began
strolling along the many paths.

“Rafael was a
hellion.  He tormented me every day of my life
until we left New Orleans.  But I did so love
that boy.  You understand it was just a school
girl crush, but I followed him everywhere.  He
taught me to sail, and to fish and how to spit
properly.”

“There is a proper way to
spit?”

“You can’t be
serious.  Every good sailor knows how to
spit.”

“You must show me this
sometime.”

“Absolutely not sir, a lady
does not spit.”

               
“But you just said…”

“A lady does not
spit.  Now as I said, every good sailor knows how
to spit, and I was a great sailor at one
time.”

“Of course you were
senorita.”

She smiled once again up at
him.  “You’re not what I expected.”

               
“And what did you expect?”

“Unkindness, unfairness,
terror…”

“Raping, beating, starvation
perhaps?”

“I only meant that I was
unaware that someone in your profession could be doing these types
things as a service to your fellow man.”

“Types of
things?”

“Robbing, stealing,
ransoming.”

“Oh yes, those type
things.”

“You fascinate me,
Ismael.”  Christina stopped at a stone bench and
sat down.

Ismael stepped away and
pulled a cheroot from his vest pocket.  He lit it
and inhaled the pungent smoke.  “And why do I
fascinate you dear Ms. Dubois?”

“Because you are kind and
fair to your people here.  You’ve shown myself
and Rebecca complete hospitality and given us beautiful
accommodations on an absolutely beautiful island that you have made
into a functional base of operations.”

Ismael took a few more drags
off of the cigar and then snuffed it out.  He
ambled over to the bench and sat down next to this beautiful
woman.  “I think the word you should be using is
captivated, Ms. Dubois.  Don’t forget, you are my
prisoner here,” and he gently laid a finger beneath her delicate
chin and lifted her eyes to his once more.  “I
hold all the cards in my hands, I make all the decisions,” and he
began to lower his head towards hers, all the while lowering his
voice to tell her his demands.  “I expect
complete obedience in return for my
hospitality.”


“Obedience?”  She whispered
back, a hairs breath from his lips.


“Complete.”  And he gently
kissed her lips.  It was light pressure at first,
but to his complete surprise, the little devil was the first to
initiate forward movement.  Ismael took his cues
from her and cupped her chin delicately.  Her
hand fluttered nervously on the lapels of his
shirt.  Slowly he traced her jaw line, the tender
spot just behind her ear and the long smooth column of her
throat.  Christina opened her lips invitingly to
him and Ismael wandered if she even understood what she was
doing.  He decided to allow her this simple
pleasure but it could go no further.  So slowly
he began to back away from her and put space between their
bodies.  He broke the seal of their mouths and
she rested her forehead upon his chin, breathing
unsteadily. 


“Christina?”

At first she did not answer
him and Ismael feared she was embarrassed over the episode that had
just occurred.  But then she surprised him yet
again by taking his hands in her own and
squeezing.  “Please don’t
apologize.  I know we should not have done that,
but I do feel okay with it.  I won’t hold it
against you as I was the one who initiated
things.”

“It was a kiss,
Christina.  Say it.  ‘A
kiss’.”

“Yes, a
kiss.  And as I said, I don’t expect anything
from you.”

“Stop. 
Just stop right there.”  Ismael clasped her
delicate shoulders in his hands and gave her a gentle
shake.  “Did you enjoy the kiss,
Christina?”


“Well…I…”

“Yes or
no?”

“You know I
did.”

“Then let’s just say it was
mutual and keep it at that okay?”  Her smile
returned then and he saw the tension leave her
body.  “Let’s go back inside now or we may have
Ms. Francis out here searching for us, thinking that one of those
wild boars has gotten us.”  He stood and clasped
her hands to pull her to her feet.  She stood
quietly before him and then a thoughtful expression flitted across
her features.

“Ismael? 
Will you do me a favor?”


“Anything.  Whatever
you…”

“Wait, hear me out
first.”  He frowned at her
slightly.  “When you receive word back from my
father, I’m sure he will request my safe passage back to
Chicago.  I do not wish to return to Chicago,
I’ll be returning to New Orleans.  All I ask of
you is to respond in kind to his wish, saying that you booked us
passage and from there we were on our own. 
Instead I would like to be taken back to New
Orleans.”

“Christina,
I…”

“A small favor, he will not
hold you responsible.”

“We will see what he
responds to first, and then I will
decide.”

“Thank you, it is all I can
ask.”

“Come, let us rejoin our
friends,” and he tucked her hand in his elbow and they went back
inside.

 

Later that evening,
Christina lay in her bed with the sheets thrown back and her
nightdress riding high upon her thighs.  The
balmy island weather was affecting her sleep and she had been
tossing and turning for most of the evening.  Not
a single breeze blew through the patio and the netting on the bed
made it even harder for air to reach her overheated
skin.  Finally, Christina remembered how cool the
limestone bathhouse was from earlier and decided to go there for
just a moment to relax and cool herself.  She
parted the bedding and slipped out quietly.  The
bath, she remembered was just off her room down a short
corridor.  She easily made her way there by
memory.  A soft green glow illuminated her way
into the large room and immediately she felt a cool breeze assail
her.  She stepped into the large rectangular room
and immediately heard splashing sounds coming from the other side
of the room.  She quietly tiptoed across the room
and balanced herself on her knees to crouch down below the stone
ledge that led to the waterfall.  She peered over
the ledge and watched, fascinated, Ismael bathe in the cool
water.  He was turned away from her so she saw
his long darkly tanned back as it rippled with taut muscles as he
scrubbed his hair clean.  The muscles bunched and
flexed with the shadowy water and gleamed silkily on his
skin.  He fell back into the fall of the water
and rinsed his hair, then tossed his head to let loose a cascade of
twinkling water droplets.  Christina did not
realize she had been holding her breath until that moment when she
began to feel light headed.  Either it was that
or the sight of the pirate’s naked body silhouetted in the
water.  Suddenly he turned towards her hiding
spot and Christina ducked out of sight.  Once
again she held her breath, hoping he had not seen
her.  All was quiet for awhile, but then the
ablutions began again and Christina peered over the ledge at
Captain Blake.  But this time, something else
caught her attention.  He was standing hip deep
in the water and in profile to her view.  As her
eyes traveled the planes of his chest and down his lightly furred
navel, something caught Christina’s eyes and made her
gasp.  It wasn’t loud enough to be heard over the
rushing of the water and for that she was
grateful.  Still her eyes remained riveted to the
man before her.  On Ismael’s right side, just
above the jut of his hip bone was a scar about three inches
long.  The lines were straight and clean from
what she could tell, but then again, she didn’t need to see up
close what she already knew.  The scar was
perfectly straight because it was caused by a shark spear, a shark
spear on a boat that Rafael Benoit had taught Christina to sail
when she was but six years old.  The spear was a
gift from his father and he took it everywhere. 
Unfortunately that day, the spear became an object of fear as both
children were tossed about on a turbulent sea, only to be thrown
overboard, Christina safely into the surf and Rafe impaled upon the
spear in the shallow waters.  Christina still
remembered how the sea turned bright red with Rafe’s blood, but
also how he calmly removed the spear and then pressed his shirt
tightly to the wound.  He then helped Christina
ashore, hauling his boat with them.  Once on
shore, he collapsed and fell to his knees. 
Christina was beside herself with worry and began crying, the first
time he had ever seen her do so.

“Chrissie, be brave now and
run and get Delphi.  Tell her what happened and
she’ll know what to do.”

“But Rafe, I don’t want to
leave you.”

“As your captain, I order
you too.  Remember what I told you about
following captain’s orders.”

“Aye aye sir,” and with
tears streaming from her eyes she ran the few short miles to the
plantation to tell of Rafe’s accident.  Within
minutes, Tippen had a wagon hitched up and Delphi was collected
with her medical bag.  Christina showed them the
way and they soon came upon the boy, cold and shivering from the
dousing in the water, but also from the amount of blood he had
lost.  Delphi set to work and cleaned and
stitched the wound.

“Is he going to die,
Delphi?”

“No child, not today he’s
not.  He’ll be right sore for a few days
though.”  With that, Tippen picked up Rafe
effortlessly and placed him in the wagon. 
Christina remembered how Rafe had smiled at her and said, “You did
good first mate.  Proud to have you at my
side.”

Christina looked again at
the fully grown man before her and smiled through her tears again,
just as she had that day long ago, for she had found her captain,
and his name was most definitely not Ismael
Blake.  The scar on his side proved beyond a
shadow of a doubt that he was Rafael Benoit and now all she had to
do was convince him of that.
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A little over seven years
before, Rafael Benoit had just turned
twenty-one.  His papa had given him his mother’s
inheritance and Rafe purchased a beautiful ship. 
He manned the ship with friends and neighbors and men he knew to be
good crew mates.  The day he christened the ship,
his papa had come to the wharf to watch his son off on his maiden
voyage.  It thoroughly surprised Charles when
Rafael had told him the name of his ship. 
Charles thought Rafe had forgotten about his pretty little playmate
years ago, but it was obvious that she was still in his
thoughts.  ‘Chrissie Anne’ was a beautiful ship
and Rafe was proud of her.

Rafe had decided to take a
short venture out and test his feet before committing to anything
business wise and so it was beautiful sunny day that he pulled out
of harbor and sailed into the balmy waters.  He
set a course for the coastline of Mexico, down to South America,
then back up to the tip of Florida.  The journey
started out easy enough and on the third day out, Rafe began to
relax.  He traversed his ship with a purposeful
eye to attention and was ever finding something to work on or
improve on.  He truly seemed to be a man of the
sea.  The good weather and jovial moods couldn’t
last forever and so on the fifth day out, the crew met up with
dangerously low clouds at the tip of Mexico. 
Rafe decided to go west, away from the approaching
storm.  It would cut a little time off his trip,
but he would spare his ship any damage that an inexperienced crew
might encounter.  About two hours out, Rafe began
to regret his decision, the wind had changed and was now blowing
out of the south east and was pummeling the ‘Chrissie Anne’ back
towards Mexican shores near the Texas border.  He
helped his crew tirelessly and pushed them
relentlessly.  The ship was tossed about
treacherously and eventually capsized in the horrendous hurricane
swells.  Rafe and his men never stood a
chance.  Most of the crew went down with the
ship; some were thrown clear, but succumbed to the ocean’s fury and
drowned.  Rafe was one of those thrown clear, but
by sheer luck, was caught in some drift from the ship’s timbers as
it was swept on its side and broke in to pieces. 
Knocked unconscious and the survivors unaware or unable to get him,
he drifted further out to sea.  Two days later
his body was found on the southern tip of
Mexico.  He was bruised and cut, dehydrated and
severely sunburned.  Unable to speak through
parched lips and tongue; he was taken to a Mexican hovel and nursed
there by an old woman who only spoke Spanish to
him.  For several more days he was blissfully
unaware of his surroundings.  One week after the
ship’s demise, Rafe opened his eyes and blinked several times to
adjust to his surroundings.  He saw a little old
woman nearby who began to excitedly chatter to
him.  He was unable to understand the woman, and
also realized unable to ask of her what he wanted to
know.  Rafe stayed with the woman and under her
care for many weeks.  He began to pick up on her
language and began to converse with her
frequently.  She would ask him questions about
himself and he found he could not answer her.  He
didn’t know his name, where his home was, or how he came to be on
the shore beaten and bruised.  The old woman came
to her own conclusions and decided that he had been taken there by
scoundrels who had taken his mind from him by clobbering his head
and stealing his memory.  She gave him the name
Ismael and he seemed to accept it.  Soon Ismael
could speak her language fluently, so he accepted that he had been
of Spanish descent.  No one knew him in the small
village he had drifted upon, so it was assumed he had come from
farther south.  Ismael had no desire to return
there in case the people who had attacked him still were out for
blood.  No news came their way of a missing man,
so it was also assumed he had no social standing
either.  Ismael accepted the role of a common
Mexican hombre and began to look for work on the small docks in the
village.  He soon began loading merchandise onto
small boats to be carried north to the larger
ports.  As he learned the ins and outs of the
loading, he began to travel with the cargo boats, to the larger
ports and the ships anchored there.  He became a
regular face on the docks and known as a hard worker to the ship’s
owners.  As the ships weighed anchor and took on
supplies, Ismael began to learn the tricks of the
sailors.  He made friends easily among the
several crews and began to learn English and a little
French.  The French came easily to him; the
English was a little more difficult, since the English stayed
mostly to the north of the gulf.  For several
months, Ismael worked the docks, sometimes getting on a ship’s crew
to take a load to New Orleans or Florida.  On one
such venture, the crew began to speak of a rebellion against the
Mexican government and how the people were suffering under strict
rule.  There were talks of prisoners being held
for petty crimes.  The prisoners were usually
working fathers, brothers and husbands who were the sole providers
for entire families.  Ismael felt the plight of
these men deeply and decided to enlist his help when necessary to
aid the cause.  As a result, one of Mexico City’s
prisons was taken by siege one night and about seventy-five
prisoners were released.  Of those escapees was a
little French man, named Jean Felipe.  Among a
group to only speak Spanish, he was incapable of expressing his
gratitude for the chance to leave his confinements, until Ismael
spoke a beautiful line to him.   “Parle vous
Francais monsieur?”

And from that moment
forward, Ismael had him a steadfast friend in Jean
Felipe.  They became a team of sorts, one that
worked together perfectly.  They were sought
after by captains and crews alike to work the ships and
docks.  Then one day, a group of men approached
Ismael and Jean Felipe asking for their help. 
One of the captain’s in the fleets of ships working for the Mexican
el president was said to be a harsh taskmaster, often taking the
lash too harshly to his men; once even to the death they
proclaimed.  Knowing as they did how Ismael felt
about the Mexican government, they enlisted his aide in starting a
mutiny aboard the vessel and overthrew the domineering
captain.  In return Ismael would take over the
captain’s duty and Jean Felipe would be his first
mate.  Ismael liked the idea, on one
condition…the ship would collectively belong to the crew and all
decisions regarding its operation would be decided among the entire
crew.  And so a bargain was forged and Ismael
became captain of his first ship overnight. 
Ismael saw the hardships of the Mexican people pertaining to goods
received through the shipping lines employed by el
Presidente.  And so his piracy
began.  Ships were overtaken by night; dock
warehouses were robbed and looted of all their
goods.  Overnight, Ismael became a hero, a thief
and a criminal.  His reputation preceded him in
ports around the Caribbean and South America, now only known as
Captain Blake, a name not given him, but stolen as well from the
first ship’s captain he had pirated.

Ismael dreamed of his days
with the old woman when he had been found after his
accident.  Could it be possible that he was this
Rafael Benoit?  But why did no one come looking
for him.  Did he have no
family?  And surely after awhile, wouldn’t he
have remembered his past or something about his old
life.  Not once did he ever have a memory
pertaining to before that time he awoke in the old woman’s
casa.


               
A knock at his study door woke him from his dozing in his favorite
chair.  “Come in.”


               
“A letter for you senor.”


               
“Gracias.”  Ismael opened the letter carefully
and scanned its contents thoroughly.  He frowned
thoughtfully and then refolded the letter and slipped it into his
pocket.  It was still too early in the morning to
have an audience with his guests, so he leaned back in his chair
and prepared a response to the correspondence he had
received.


               
Christina and Rebecca entered Captain Blake’s study, wandering as
to the request to see them on urgent
business.


               
“Buenos mananas, senoritas.  I hope you slept
well?”


               
“Yes, very well, thank you.”  Rebecca replied
gratefully.


               
Christina blushed and would not meet his eyes which led him to
wander if she tossed and turned all night thinking of him as he did
of her.  “I have some good news from your papa,
Miss Dubois.”


               
“Really?”  Her eyes met his hesitantly, asking
questions he knew he could not answer just
yet.


               
“Yes, it would seem that he has agreed to our terms and will be
sending a liaison ahead to coordinate the details.”

               
“A liaison, but why not himself?  Is everything
all right?”

               
“I believe he has explained it all in a letter to
you.”  Ismael then handed a sealed letter to
Christina.  “I was asked to allow you to have a
personal letter from your family.  Upon my code
of gentlemanly honor,” he smirked at that title, “I’ll allow it to
boost your spirits in these dire circumstances. 
As you can see, the seal is unbroken so I did not spy into your
affairs.”


               
“And for that I am grateful sir.”  Christina then
quickly broke her papa’s seal and began to read the
letter.  She did not read it aloud, but quickly
scanned it, then summarized it for Rebecca.  “He
says that when they received word of our capture, maman took ill
and was put to bed by her doctor.  She has been
worried with grief, but wants desperately to believe that Captain
Blake will do us no harm, as he has promised.  It
also says that Mr. Chandler will accompany the ransom demands and
will take us in to his charge at the rendezvous point in North
Carolina.  Papa will meet us within a few days of
that time and we will then travel home.”


               
“Did he specify a date when Mr. Chandler will arrive in
Carolina?”


               
Ismael spoke up at this time in response, “In my letter, he says it
will be in a weeks’ time.  It will take us one
days sail to get to the coast from here and then I will release you
with Jean Felipe to take you to your
destination.”


               
Christina refolded the letter in her hands and then put it into her
pocket.  Ismael watched as her hands trembled and
wandered what had caused her to be so skittish this
morning.  She had barely met his eyes all morning
long and he was beginning to miss that same island blue as the seas
surrounding his haven, as were in her
eyes.


               
“I would like for you both to enjoy your stay here for the next few
days, so please feel free to roam the grounds.  I
do ask that if you want to go beyond the villa, please ask either
me or Jean Felipe to accompany you for your
safety.”


               
“Thank you Monsieur Blake,” Christina finally gazed upon the man
before her.  “Perhaps I could have a tour of the
island then, at your convenience?”


               
“Most certainly.  I’ll have Diora prepare us a
lunch and we’ll make an outing of it.  Ms.
Francis would you like to join us?”


               
“I don’t believe I will this time.  The idea of
wild boar traipsing around out there, well it just gives me a
fright.  Surely I can count on you to watch out
for Christina?  And behave yourself as
well?”


               
“With my life and my honor Ms. Francis.  You have
no need to worry for your charge.”


               
“I do not worry so much for her, but for
you.”


               
“Rebecca!”  Christina turned a bright pink at Ms.
Francis’ obvious intendre.


               
Ismael chuckled under his breath, but kept a straight face so as
not to embarrass her further.  “Never fear Ms.
Francis, I am always fully prepared for any eventuality should it
arise.”


               
“Wonderful.  Then you two have fun, I will be
enjoying the garden solar here with one of your books sir,” Rebecca
stood to leave and Christina began to arise to follow
her.


               
“Miss Dubois, may I speak to you a
moment?”


               
“Of course,” and she settled back into the chair, watching her
friend quietly leave the room.


               
“You seem agitated this morning.  Was there
something else in your letter you wished to talk
about?”


               
“No, I was just a little upset about my maman.  I
should hot have caused her to worry so.”


               
“And of course I have compounded things haven’t
I?”


               
“Our agreement Mr. Blake, it still
stands?”


               
“Agreement?”

               
“Yes.  I want to go back to New
Orleans.  I will not meet Mr. Chandler in North
Carolina.  You may collect your fine, but I wish
to take a different route than that which has been planned for
me.”


               
“Even in light of your maman’s illness?”


               
“Yes.  I will get word to her from New Orleans
and my papa will surely follow me, then I will accompany him home
or…well, we’ll just have to see.”


               
“What if this Mr. Chandler wants proof you are safe before handing
over the ransom?”


               
“Rebecca will vouch for my safety.”


               
“Is there something you’re not telling me?  Who
is this Mr. Chandler your father is sending in his
stead?”


               
“A business associate.”


               
“Is he to be trusted?”


               
“No.”


               
“No, as in he can’t be trusted with my money, or with
you?”


               
“You presume to much, sir?”

               
“Do I?  Has something
happened?”  Ismael began to rise from his chair,
angry and concerned, like any gentleman would under the
circumstances.


               
“No, of course not.  He is just a very persistent
man.  Most traders in the shipping business
are.”


               
“Very well, I will make arrangements for your return to New
Orleans.  You realize Ms. Francis will have a
difficult time explaining your actions once
again.”


               
“I will handle everything in due time.  She just
has to cover for me until you receive your end of the
bargain.


               
“All right then, it would seem you have it all worked
out.”  He then laid the pristine white napkin on
the table in front of him and rose from the
table.  “Now about that grand tour of the
island.  Shall we picnic on the east side beach
and I will show you some of the most beautiful waters you have ever
laid eyes on.”


               
“That sounds wonderful.”


               
“Good.  May I make a
suggestion?”


               
“You may.”


               
“The weather here on the island can become very oppressive at
times, as I’m sure you have realized.  If it
pleases you, Maria has offered some more comfortable clothing for
you and Ms. Francis.”

               
“Really?”


               
“Yes,” Ismael watched her eyes light up at the prospect of having
something to wear besides the overly confining clothing she had
been wearing.  “I will have her bring you some
things you may wear on our outing today.”


               
“Thank you so much.  I look forward to seeing
your island, Ismael.”

“You will love
it.”


 

Christina found Maria
already in her room preparing an outfit for her
inspection.  A loose, pale brown skirt was laid
out with a thin lace petticoat under it.  Also a
light cotton shirtwaist with a brightly hued shawl to cover her
arms and shoulders from the sun was
displayed.


               
“Senorita?  You like?”

               
“Yes, Maria.  Anything will be better than all
these layers I have on now.”


               
“May I help you get ready then?”


               
“Thank you Maria.  That would be
nice.”

Christina walked the villa’s
halls as if on a cloud.  So light she felt in her
new wardrobe.  At first she balked at the
immodesty of the shirt waist and how little it covered, but the
knit shawl provided the cover she needed for modesty’s
sake.


               
“You look lovely, Christina,” Rebecca commented from the
salon.  “I must go put on my things to relieve
some of this oppressive heat as well.”


               
“Yes, Rebecca, you should.  It is immediate
relief.”


               
“Then I shall do that now.  Have fun on your
outing with Captain Blake, dear.”


               
“Thank you, I will.”


               
“You look much relieved Miss Dubois,” Ismael chose that moment to
appear in the room, loaded down with a wicker basket and a white
cloth bag of something indistinguishable to his
companion.  “Are you ready to embark on an
adventure?”


               
“Yes sir, I am most ready.”


               
“Well then, let us be off.”  Ismael escorted
Christina carefully down a path behind the villa that led to the
eastern side of the island.  The wind here was a
little more brisk, but Ismael led them to an inlet surrounded by
palms and scrub that blocked most of the salty sea
spray.  Again, Christina found the way to be wild
and seemingly impenetrable.  However as they
traversed a narrow path through the foliage, it became clear that
this was a trail used often.  “I come this way a
lot actually.  Where I am taking you is a
favorite spot for the islanders to come and relax away from the
villa.”


               
“It is already so relaxing there, I don’t see how it could be
better,” but as she said those few words, before her opened up a
beautiful interior island oasis.  On the eastern
side, the view was open and led to the sea. 
White sand led the way to its untamed beauty. 
Before her, as she stepped into the clearing a freshwater spring
flowed smoothly over an outcropping of smooth flat
rocks.  The canopy above provided shade and yet
still let enough light filter through to make the water sparkle
like diamonds.  Ismael laid out a blanket from
the bag over his shoulder and sat down on one
corner. 


               
“Care to join me?”  He extended a hand to her and
smiled when she accepted it graciously.


               
“Ever the gentleman, Captain Blake.”


               
“Why thank you.”  He smiled at her, then knelt
beside her and sprawled out to lean on one elbow and rest his head
on his hand. 

“And I thought it couldn’t
get better.  It truly is
breathtaking.”


               
“Do you swim Christina?”


               
“I used to.  A long time
ago.”


               
“You never forget how.  Anytime you wish, you may
come here to do so.  Just do not come alone, ask
myself or Jean Felipe to accompany you.”


               
“I don’t believe that would be appropriate for me to do so,
considering I do not have the attire for
swimming.”


               
“Nonsense.  Maria will once again provide you
with something more suitable for
swimming.”


               
“I shall think about it, thank you.”


               
“Now, tell me who Alan Chandler is and why you don’t trust
him?

               
“I do not believe that he is a dishonest man, or else my father
would not be doing business with him. I just think he is not my
type.”


               
“What is your type Miss Dubois?  Some uptown
dandy that you can lead around by the
nose?”


               
“No.  I want someone who will consider me his
equal.  Someone I can trade wits with and not be
considered haughty or a little out there.  I
don’t exactly want to be coddled, but I also don’t want to be
ignored after I’ve had my first male
child.”


               
“Men still do that?”  He looked at her
incredulously. 


               
She looked down at him and saw him barely contain his
smile.  “Oh, I don’t know.  I
guess I haven’t been around many men,” and she also began
giggling.


               
“That doesn’t sound unreasonable really.  I guess
women probably want what most men would also consider a lifelong
companion.”


               
“How about you Ismael?  What do you look for in a
wife?”


               
Ismael rolled to his back and reclined on the blanket with his
hands clasped behind his head.  “Well, in my line
of expertise, I don’t believe a wife would be a very good
idea.  But if I were in the marriage mart, I
guess I would have to agree with you.  A woman
who would accept me for who I am.  Someone warm
and giving, kind to man and beast, and of moderate intellect
because I like to discuss world views of
course.”


               
“Of course.”


               
“She would be happy to give me many children,” and he winked up at
her.  “And she would occasionally accompany me on
adventures at sea.  Does that sound too
unreasonable?”


               
“No, I don’t suppose so.  Does she need to cook
and clean too?”  This time Christina smiled at
him.


               
“Oh no my dear, I have mistress’ for
that.”


               
Christina looked sharply at him, and then realized he was joking
with her again.  “Good I wouldn’t want to get my
hands dirty then.”


               
“Darling, can I take that to mean that you would consider being my
wife?”


               
Christina looked down at the man before her and a cloud seemed to
drift over her eyes.  “No Ismael, not the man you
are, but maybe the man you could be,” she then stood and walked
down the beach to the water’s edge.


               
Ismael watched her go and thought to himself about this
woman.  She intrigued him more than any other
woman ever had.  He wanted to get to know her
better, but unfortunately their circumstances were such that it was
impossible.  She was his captive after all, and
he was accepting good money for her.


               
Ismael and Christina passed the rest of the morning in
companionable silence, watching the wildlife come to life around
them.   Christina quietly took note of the
colorful birds nesting in the canopy above them and the equally
colorful fish beside them.  She dangled her hands
in the cool water and wished it was her bare
feet.  She glanced over at Ismael and saw that he
dozed quietly on the blanket.  Quickly she
slipped off her boots and rolled the stockings down her slim
legs.  Christina then tried a single toe in the
water and shivered at the sudden coolness on her sensitive
feet.  She soon had both feet dangling in the
water with her skirt bunched at the knees.  If
her maman could see her now, she would be beside
herself.  Christina loved the feel of the cool
water and smiled contentedly as the fish nibbled at her
toes.


               
Ismael watched her through slitted eyes and
grinned.  Ms. Prim and Proper was finally letting
go a little.  Island life did that to a person if
they stuck around for awhile.  But Ismael knew
she wouldn’t be staying long enough to get truly comfortable
here.  It brought a tender pain to his heart that
a beautiful woman such as Christina wouldn’t fit into the kind of
life he had built here for himself.   A low
rumble in the distance had Ismael opening his eyes and glancing out
to sea.  He sat up slightly and waited for
Christina to modestly cover her legs once
again.


               
“Did you enjoy your nap?”  She
enquired.


               
“Very much.  And your dip in the
pool?”


               
She blushed prettily and tugged the boots back
on.  “Yes, it was nice.”


               
“Shall we eat then?  I believe we have some
delicious snacks to satisfy us.”


               
“Sounds wonderful.”


               
“We’ll want to finish up soon though; it looks as if another storm
will be coming in.”


               
“How can you tell?”  Christina looked skyward as
if to see threatening clouds barging in and threatening rain any
moment.  “I don’t see a change in the
weather.”


               
“I smell it.”


               
“Sea Captains.  It amazes me how you can
determine things like the weather just by sniffing the
air.”


               
“I can also smell when you have been in a room in my
home.”


               
“And just how do you know it’s me?  There are
several women who walk the halls of your villa Captain
Blake.”


               
“None with the fragrance of magnolias.  I swear
you must have been born with it in your veins to smell like
that.”


               
“I love magnolias.  Maman always hated that she
could not get them to grow in Chicago like they grew in the
south.  We had hundreds on our plantation in New
Orleans.  Perhaps they have been embedded in my
blood.  But I do carry a small bottle around with
some boiled down and I…”


               
Ismael chose that moment to lean in closer and reach to move the
hair off Christina’s neck.  “And you dab just a
little right here,” he ran his fingertips over her sensitive skin
just behind her ear.  “And maybe a little here,”
he used his other hand to clasp her hand and then encircle her
delicate wrist.


               
Christina couldn’t breathe, much less talk and respond to his
softly spoken inquiries.  His eyes traced the
path of his hands and it made the day seem to grow warmer for
Christina.  She nearly jumped out of her skin
when he gently pushed her shawl down and over her shoulders and
bared her creamy arms and neck line.  His fingers
palmed the underside of her jaw and unconsciously she tilted her
head into the cup of his hand.


               
“And you taste as good as you smell too, ma
petite.”  Ismael then leaned in for a gentle
kiss.  Christina willingly allowed him the small
luxury and marveled at his tenderness towards
her.  She wandered how she was going to manage to
convince this man that he was someone besides who he thought he
was.  Christina loved Rafe, but she was quickly
falling for Ismael Blake and the man he proclaimed to
be.


               
A low rumble brought the two back to reality and this time
Christina could not deny the obvious change in the
atmosphere.  “I need to get you back to the villa
now Cherie.  This looks to be a big
one.”


               
“I’m ready.”


               
“Good, let’s go.”  He led her on the narrow path
back to the villa just as the first drops began to
fall. 


               
“Do they always blow in this fast?”


               
“Sometimes.  Sometimes we get a little more
warning than this.  Christina, I want you to find
Maria.  She’ll know what to
do.  You and Rebecca will be safe with
her.”


               
“And you?”


               
“I’ll need to make sure everything is tied down that can
be.  Now go, hurry!”


               
Christina watched Ismael run around the courtyard and begin
shouting to men already preparing for the storm. 
She glanced up at the ominous sky and saw nothing but swirling rain
where an hour ago there had been bright
sunshine.  Turning quickly, she entered the casa
and searched out Rebecca and Maria.  She found
them already together and working to close the shutters and doors
around the home.  She quickly joined in and when
the three women were through, they looked around at rooms that
resembled tombs.  “We go to the kitchen, hurry
senoras.”


               
“The kitchen, Maria?”


               
“Si, to the pantry.  It goes down
below.”


               
“Oh right.  Like a
cellar?”


               
“Si.  Come we must hurry.”  She
looked worriedly at the rattling shutters. 
“There will be others there already.”


               
All three women descended to the cellar and joined
others.  Christina did not see Ismael among them;
in fact she noticed that there were no men present at
all.  “Where are the men,
Maria?”


               
“Securing the island senora.”


               
“Shouldn’t they be through by now?  Someone will
be hurt if they stay out much longer in this
storm.”


               
“They’ll be along shortly miss, don’t you worry,” this from a
petite older woman.  “If not, well there be caves
here bouts this island they can take refuge
in.”


               
The storm seemed to last forever, but finally the eye befell the
island.  Christina waited anxiously for any sign
of the men’s return during the lull.  She
pretended to pay attention to a game of cards with the children,
even though her mind was not focused on the
game.  She knew the calm wouldn’t last long
before the storm would continue on and the hurricane force winds
and rains would resume again.  Suddenly, the door
burst open and a few loud voices called out in rapid
Spanish.  Christina could not catch all of the
conversation, but she did hear words like injury and death as the
voices continued shouting and getting nearer. 
The mass of men scuffled down the stairs and came into view
carrying something between them covered in
sheets.  Christina crowded closer, her worst
fears materializing before her eyes.  Ismael was
laid on a pallet in a corner of the room, a blood soaked towel
wrapped around his head.  His arms were
crisscrossed over his chest in a pose of death, and she feared he
was not breathing as there was no movement from
him.  She rushed forward and knelt beside
him.


               
“Is he…dead?”


               
“No senorita, he is alive.”


               
“What happened?”


               
“He was struck by an uprooted tree and pinned to the
ground.  He’s cut pretty bad on his head and his
shoulder is dislocated.”


               
“How long has he been unconscious?”


               
“He’s been out since the tree took him
down.”


               
“Step aside, step aside.  I shall take care of
the Capitan.”  A robust woman came forward and
shooed the men and women from her path.  This
must be the infamous Diora, the island cook. “Get me clean linens
and alcohol.  “You,” she pointed to Christina,
“Can you sew?”


               
“Yes.”


               
“Good, I’ll need a steady hand to stitch his head back
up.”


               
“But I’ve never sewn up a wound.”


               
“Bah, tis the same.  Neat and
straight.  You afraid of blood
child?”


               
“No, I don’t believe so.”


               
“Good cause Capitan, he’s a bleeder.  Let’s get
to work senorita.  You men clear off; make sure
the doors are still secure.”


               
The women made quick work of cleaning any who were wounded besides
their captain; who still lay unconscious after the storm finally
abated.  It was a good thing because resetting
his shoulder nearly made Christina swoon; she could only imagine
how he would have felt had he been alert.  It
took twelve stitches to sew up his head, luckily Christina held
steady and there would be only the faintest scar at this
temple.  Because they did not want to disturb him
and cause more pain by moving him, they set up him up on a cot in
the cellar, which was also much cooler than the balmy weather above
after the storm.  Christina sat vigil with
Rebecca running relay with supplies.  It was
around dawn the next morning before Ismael began to show signs of
life.  At first he moaned and woke
Christina.  She hurriedly went to his side and
felt his forehead.  It was slightly warm, so she
dipped a cloth in the cool water beside the cot and then dabbed his
face gently.  This went on for about an hour, and
then he began to thrash on the cot.  First he
kicked off the coverlet and tossed his head from side to
side.  Christina crooned to him and he seemed to
settle somewhat.  She wet the cloth again and put
it to his lips.  He seemed to move them a little
and Christina hoped it was enough to give him a little
hydration.  Rebecca came down to relieve
Christina at lunch time but she refused to leave his side for any
length of time.  A full day passed with no
apparent sign of Ismael waking up.  Christina
began to worry that the knock on his head had done some major
damage and that he may never wake up.  Diora had
come back to check on him only once and she had only grunted and
said, “He’ll be fine, he’s a tough one.”


               
Christina had to take her word for it or she would have gone
crazy.  At one point, early on the second morning
of Ismael’s confinement, his fever seemed to
worsen.  Christina called in Jean Felipe to see
if Ismael could be bound so that he wouldn’t further injure
himself.  It was during this time that he began
to mumble incoherently in Spanish.  Neither
Christina, nor Jean Felipe could make out his garbled
speech.  Only one word escaped his mouth that had
any meaning to either one of them and once uttered, worlds
collided.


               
Christina was pacing the floor while Jean Felipe held Ismael’s arms
still during one of his rants.  Rebecca was
bringing soft cloths to bind him if need be. 
Jean Felipe spoke in smooth French tones to Ismael to calm him and
it seemed to be having an effect on both Ismael and
Christina.  Suddenly, Ismael opened his eyes and
turned his head until he spotted the young woman
nearby.


               
“Pickles?”


               
Christina gasped aloud and whirled at the sound of his
voice.  “Rafe?”


               
Jean Felipe looked up sharply at the woman and then turned back to
his friend.  Ismael was again
unconscious.  “You make anything of that
Cherie?”  Jean Felipe turned to the girl to watch
her silently slip to the floor in a dead faint. 
“Lord Almighty.  I’se got two crazy folks having
fits.  Ms. Francis!  Rebecca, I
need your help down here!”


               
“Jean, what is all the yelling about?”  Rebecca
was slowly making her way down the steep steps with fresh
linens.


               
“Your friend had done plum fainted straight
out.”


               
“What!”  Rebecca nearly fell the rest of the way
down the stairs in a hurry to check on
Christina.  “What
happened?”


               
“My guess is she’s plumb tuckered out.”


               
“Well of course she is. 
Christina?  Christina can you hear me,” Rebecca
cradled the young woman’s head in her lap as she rinsed her face
with a damp cloth.


               
“Beats all I’ve ever seen.  Capitan was mumbling
about food and next thing you know she’s out like a
light.”


               
Christina began to stir and when she realized what had happened she
struggled to rise.  “Rebecca, is Rafe
awake?”


               
“Now she’s delusional too.”


               
“No of course she’s not.”  Rebecca turned to
Christina and whispered, “Christina, what
happened?”


               
“He called me ‘Pickles’ after he looked right at
me.”


               
“Are you sure?”

               
“Of course I’m sure.  Jean Felipe heard him
too.  And Rebecca, there is something
else.  I saw a scar on his abdomen; it’s exactly
like one that Rafe had.  This man is Rafael
Benoit without a shadow of a doubt.”


               
“Christina you just need to calm down and we’ll sort all of this
out as soon as you are both strong enough to do
so.  Right now I’m ordering you to your room for
a much needed rest.  Jean Felipe will tend to the
captain.”


               
“But if he wakes again, I want to be
here.”


               
“We’ll send for you straight away.  Won’t we
Jean?”


               
“Wi, of course.  Now go on Cherie, get some
rest.”


               
Christina was hustled to her room, but as she passed through the
villa, she noticed the activity going on
outside.  The storm had done minor damage to the
buildings themselves, but several trees had been uprooted and had
made for treacherous passage among the
outbuildings.  Several mule teams had been
hitched to drag the debris away to the beach to be burned or buried
later.  The villa itself only sustained minor
damage and most of that had been repaired in the hours following
the storm.  It seemed that the island and its
inhabitants were prepared for such events and had been made to
withstand the hurricane storms.


               
Once Christina reached her room, she stripped of her soiled
clothing and fell into the fluffy comforts of the bed in only her
chemise.  It seemed like only moments after she
closed her eyes that she fell into a deep
slumber.


               
When Christina finally woke, a whole day had passed and the evening
was quickly approaching.  She lazily turned over
in the comfortable confines of the bed and noticed a tray had been
laid out for her containing fresh fruits, cheeses and
bread.  The person leaving the items must have
been what roused Christina in the first place. 
Still feeling extremely tired, Christina reached for a mango slice
and popped it into her mouth.  She licked the
juices from her fingertips and slowly savored the luxiourous flavor
of the island fruit.  With her appetite taking
full bloom she sat up in bed and pulled the tray nearer
her.  After finishing the rest of the fruit and
most of the cheese and soft bread, she once again
dozed.


               
Hours later, Christina was once again pulled from her
slumber.  This time it was a dream that woke the
young woman.  She had been relieving the
hurricane, but this time she and Rafe had been caught out in the
storm.  Torrents of rain fell on their shoulders
and winds buffeted them from every direction. 
They seemed to run in circles until Christina woke thrashing about
in the bed sheets.  She kicked off the covers
that were causing her to feel unusually warm and
confined.  She lay in the bed for several long
minutes listening to the mosquitoes outside the
netting.  Her body had a thin sheen of moisture
that made it impossible to be comfortable.  She
began to seriously consider a midnight dip in the cool indoor
spring.  The more she thought about the idea, the
better it seemed.  So quietly she grabbed a light
wrapper and went in search of a refreshing dip in the cool, clear
water.


               
Upon reaching the limestone bathing chamber, Christina immediately
felt the coolness settle around her.  She
surveyed the room, seeing no threat; she disrobed and stepped into
the invigorating water.  The water on her warm
body caused a shiver to run the length of her spine and her flesh
to tingle all over.  The gentle lapping of the
water against the walls of the room settled her mind and had her
wading to the edge and leaning on a stone
outcropping.


               
Christina was submerged fully in the cool water when Ismael walked
into the room.  He stopped and studied the vision
before him and wandered if his mind was still recuperating from its
injury by playing a cruel joke on him.  He had
only just this morning felt up to getting out of the cellar and
traversing the stairs to then being helped by Jean Felipe to his
own room and bed, where he promptly fell into an exhausted heap
again.  He slept for several hours before his
body began to hurt in places he didn’t know existed and he had
finally decided that a relaxing dip in the pool would make him feel
better and once again put him back to sleep.  He
watched the water ripple around her body and distort her from his
view.  A part of him was glad the view was
obstructed, but the part of him that was man, longed to see this
nubile in all her glory.  It was that part of him
that took the next few steps to the edge of the pool, stripped him
of his clothes and waded quietly into the water. 
He made his way to the waters in front of
Christina.  Her head reclined back on the rocks
and her eyes were closed in relaxation.  The
humidity of the island had put beads of perspiration on her
brow.  She was so relaxed that she neither felt
nor heard him move in closer to stand directly in front of
her.  Ismael reached out a hand and tenderly
moved a strand of her damp hair from her
shoulder.  He caressed the silken tendril across
her skin before putting it behind her ear.  She
moaned in her relaxed state but still did not open her
eyes.   Ismael worshipped her body with his
eyes until he became brave and gently laid a finger upon the swell
of her breast.  She once again moaned in her
dazed state, and moved ever so slightly toward
Ismael.  He stood transfixed until she parted her
lips and darted her tongue out to capture a bead of moisture on her
upper lip.  That tiny movement was almost enough
to send the pirate over the edge.  Gently, he
moved his hand to cup her breast.  She seemed to
fill his hand perfectly.  Her nipple
became hard and extended as he put gentle pressure to
it.  Becoming bolder, Ismael leaned closer and breathed
against Christina’s exposed neck.  To follow her example his
tongue traced the column of her neck and drank the moisture there
like it was sweet nectar.


               
Christina’s body remained relaxed and she continued her daydreaming
of this magnificent, but indecent event.  She moved her hands
to Rafe’s back and traced the rigid muscles there.  The dream
felt so real, Christina had a hard time believing it was
make-believe and an even harder time believing it wasn’t. 
There wasn’t really an exact time when she became aware that the
man doing these erotic things to her wasn’t a figment of her
imagination.  Christina just finally stopped thinking and let
her body just feel.


               
Ismael knew immediately when Christina became aware that this
wasn’t a dream.  He felt her stiffen, and then relax in the
same moment.  It pleased him that she trusted him, but deep in
his mind he wandered if it was him or another version of him that
she was giving up her body to.  He brought her head up slowly
to meet her lips with his own and once that contact was made, it
didn’t matter anymore who she thought he was.  They were just
a man and a woman yearning for each other.  They mated with
their tongues and Ismael showed Christina what it was like to make
love with just your mouth.  Christina took to the lesson
avidly and soon turned the tables to become the teacher.  She
showed him tenderness and compassion by following his
example.  She placed tiny kisses along his jaw line, his
throat and to his chest just above the water line.


               
“Vous ouvrir les yeux mon amour.  Me regarder Christina.”


               
Christina opened her eyes at his gentle persuasion and looked at
him through glazed vision.


               
“I wanted you to see that it’s me making love to you, not your
dreams.”


               
“I know exactly who I am making love to.”


               
Ismael pondered her response but did not read too much into it, for
Christina again began exploring his body with her lips and
hands.  She built a flame in him that threatened to consume
him like the hottest fire.  He let her hold the upper hand for
only a moment though, and then turned the tables on her.  He
grasped her about her hips and turned her so that he was in her
place on the ledge and she was nestled on his lap.  She
grasped him by the shoulders, startled, until he took her firmly in
hand and lavished kisses all over her upper chest.  On the top
of each breast he ran his tongue to the tip and circled once. 
The sensation was enough for Christina to gasp aloud and throw her
head back in exhilaration.


               
“Christina mon amour, do you know what you are doing to me? 
Please tell me to stop now.  I won’t be able to if we go much
further.”


               
“If you stop, I think I will die.”


               
“But…”


               
“Don’t,” and she quickly covered his mouth with hers.  “I’ve
waited for you all my life and I won’t let this moment pass me
by.”


               
“I’m not that man, Christina.”


               
“Then prove it Ismael,” and Christina put emphasis on his
name.  “Prove to me that you are Captain Blake, scourge of the
sea, black hearted pirate and everything that entails.  Prove
to me that you are not the man I’m in love with and have been my
whole life.  Prove to me Rafael Benoit no longer exists and
that you want me.”


               
“You twist things around my love.”


               
“And you are already under my spell,” Christina smiled and slid her
hand around to his chest and followed the line of his abdomen to
his navel and further until she had him purring like a
kitten.  The infamous Captain Blake didn’t even realize that
he had lost this game to the little temptress.


               
Ismael realized too late that there was no going back with this
woman.  Her innocence was hers to give and she gave it freely
to him this evening.   They made love like two people who
had been lost and now found.  He watched her eyes dilate and
grow large when he entered her for the first time.  There
should have been pain, but the warm waters made it easier for her
and she was soon begging him to love her. 


               
Afterwards he carried her from the spring to an alcove in the
corner where fresh linens were left daily.  Slowly, he dried
his water nymph and himself.  He then draped her robe over her
shoulders and picked her up again into his powerful arms.


               
“Where are you taking me?”


               
“To bed.”   She smiled longingly up at him.  “To
your bed my love.”


               
“And will you be joining me there?”


               
“Chrissie, we need to talk.”


               
Suddenly, she went rigid in his arms.  “What did you call
me?”

               
“Well, I…”


               
“You called me Chrissie.”


               
“I suppose I may have,” Ismael opened her bedroom door and walked
to the edge of the bed.  “Does that name bother you?”


               
“Not at all. My parents call me that along with my middle
name.”


               
“Chrissie Anne.”  Ismael sat down on her bed with her in his
lap.


               
“Yes.  How did you…”


               
“The captain’s log.  Your full name was listed.”


               
“I see.”


               
“What happened just a few moments ago Christina, it never should
have been allowed.  I was weak.”


               
“Stop it!”  She jumped from his lap and began pacing the
room.  “I will not let you sit here and tell me what a mistake
we made.  It is my right to give my body to whom I
choose.”


               
“But you deserve to be pure for your husband.  I took that
from you.  One day you may regret that.”


               
“Never will I regret what we have shared.”  Christina sat down
upon her bed and leaned into Ismael.  He put his arms around
her and kissed her forehead.  She traced his rib cage
searching for the scar she knew was there.


               
“How did you get this?”


               
“In an accident.”


               
“How?”


               
“Aboard my…ship,” Ismael faltered as he said those words.  He
had the scar when he was found floating on the shore line, so how
could he know for sure that he had received the wound aboard a ship
that belonged to him.  Flashes of a memory began to run before
his eyes, of a ship and a storm; of his crew being tossed about and
him holding tight to the wheel.  “I must be going now
Christina.”  He disentangled himself from her lush body and
stood.  “You need your rest; the boat to take you home will
arrive tomorrow afternoon.”


               
Christina saw the way he withdrew from her and she immediately
realized that she couldn’t leave here without him.  There had
to be a way to get through to him.  “All right, I am a little
tired.”


               
Something wasn’t right, she gave into easily, Ismael
realized.  But he had too much on his mind right now; tomorrow
would bring plenty of time to dissuade her of any antics she might
be brewing in that lovely head of hers.


               
“Good night Christina.”


               
“Good night Rafe.”


               
He backed out of the door, not even realizing what she had called
him, but Christina knew.
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Captain Blake dreamt of a beautiful little girl that chased after
him in the jungle.  She was laughing at him as
she kept pace to his long strides.  He charged
through the thick foliage only half paying attention to where he
was going.  He passed a huge oak tree that had
moss hanging from every branch.  He knew he was
near the ocean because he could smell the salty spray and hear the
waves crashing on the shore.  A clearing ahead
opened up to a long drive leading to a beautiful
house.  In his sleep, tears came into the man’s
eyes, he was home and he knew it.  This was what
he had been searching for in the jungle; why he had been
running.  The pretty little girl finally caught
up to him and took hold of his hand.  He looked
down into her cherubic face and smiled.


               
“Are you Chrissie Anne?”


               
She giggled and shook her head no.  Then off she
went again, this time he chasing her.  The dream
ended shortly thereafter as he neared the house but couldn’t go
in.  The doors remained locked and no one
answered no matter how loud and long he knocked. 
Rafe woke in that instant with memories flooding his mind like a
tidal wave.  He remembered his father and the
portrait of his mother Chloe hanging in the parlor at his home in
New Orleans.  He could see his home and all the
land surrounding it a verdant green with beautiful flowers dotting
the landscape.  He remembered sailing his first
skiff as a child.  Another memory came to him
suddenly, of him standing on a dock watching as a little girl was
taken on board a ship crying out his name.


               
“Pickles,” he whispered.


               
She had grown into a lovely young woman.  Strong,
independent and totally sure of herself.  Rafe
believed she had everything to do with his recovery of his
memory.  And now what was he to tell her, how was
he to send her away, knowing now everything in their past couldn’t
lead to their future.  Rafe made the decision to
not confirm his regaining of his memory.  It
would only make things worse for her, because he still couldn’t be
the man she wanted him to be.

 


               
Christina woke late in the morning to the smell of freshly brewed
coffee and Rebecca’s chattering coming through the connecting doors
of their rooms.  She slowly got out of bed,
wincing at the unfamiliar pangs of soreness.  She
pulled her wrapper about her slender shoulders and walked to the
door and knocked.  Rebecca called for her to
enter and then smiled when Christina appeared still sleepy eyed and
mussed hair.


               
“Good morning, Christina.”


               
“Good morning,” she mumbled over a stifled
yawn.


               
“Sleep well?”


               
“Very.  I thought I heard you talking to
someone?”


               
“Good morning Cherie.”


               
“Oh Jean Felipe, I did not see you there,” he was seated near the
door to the hall, watching Rebecca as she flitted around the room
like a butterfly.  Christina couldn’t believe the
changes in her friend.  She had begun to wear the
lighter colors of the natives, her hair wasn’t as tightly pulled
back and a pretty blush stained her cheeks.  It
looked like island life was doing everyone some
good.


               
“I just came to tell Ms. Francis that Captain Blake is doing much
better and requests your audience for
breakfast.”


               
“That is wonderful, isn’t it Christina?  You both
had us worried there for awhile, but you young people pull through
amazingly fast.”


               
“Well, I will leave you two ladies then to your morning
rituals.  Ms. Francis,” he bowed over her hand
and then tipped his hat to Christina.  “Miss
Dubois.”  He disappeared through the door and
quietly closed it behind him.  Christina glanced
at Rebecca and found her blushing even
more.


               
“You look well, Rebecca.”


               
“Don’t even start missy.”  She quickly turned
away and busied herself folding some items on the
bed.  “We are just two people who enjoy each
other’s company.”


               
“I’m happy for you.”


               
“Enough about me, how are you feeling?  You look
tired.  Are you sure you should be out of bed
yet?”


               
“Rebecca, please, I’ve been in bed for days now. 
I’m getting too much rest.  Besides we’ll
possibly be leaving today.”


               
“Yes, I heard.  How do you feel about
that?”


               
“Sad.  I’ve come to love this
place.  It’s peaceful.  But
I’ll be happy to get back to civilization as
well.”


               
“Jean explained to me that we will sail aboard one of Captain
Blake’s ships to North Carolina.  A buggy will be
waiting for us there and carry us the rest of the way by
land.


               
“And the ransom?”


               
“It’s already been taken care of.”

               
“Oh.”  Christina looked out the veranda doors and
sipped her coffee.  “And Alan, what news of
him?  Does he await us in
Carolina?”


               
“Yes, I suppose so.  He’ll be delivering the
ransom, so I would think he will be awaiting our safe
arrival.”


               
“Rebecca, I want you to go and meet Alan.  I’ll
be going back to New Orleans instead.”


               
“What!”


               
“I want you to go ahead as planned and meet
Alan.  Let him know that I am safe, but that I
have unfinished business to attend to in New
Orleans.”


               
“Christina your parents will be outraged and believe that Captain
Blake did not follow through with his plans. 
Also, you cannot go alone to New Orleans.”


               
“I won’t be alone.  Rafe will be with
me.  And I have to trust that you will make them
believe that I’m fine and of my own free
will.”


               
“And does he know that he’ll be accompanying
you?”


               
“Not completely, no, but he will.”


               
“And how will you convince him of that?”


               
“He’s already thinking about it as we speak.  I
believe he’s beginning to remember and it’s only a matter of
time.  Calling me Pickles was just the
beginning.  Now all I have to do is push him in
the right direction.  Trust me Rebecca, Rafael
Benoit will leave this island with me and return to New
Orleans.”

 


               
Breakfast was served on the terrace overlooking the flower
garden.  Ismael was already there awaiting his
house guests.  When Christina saw him, he stood
and greeted both ladies cordially and seated them around the table
already laden with food.


               
“You look well, Captain.”


               
“Yes, I thank you for your handy work with the needle and thread
Miss Dubois.  I was informed that you also took
ill and was put to bed.”


               
“Just a little tired is all.  I’m miraculously
recovered.  Must be the island
air.”


               
“It does wanders.”


               
“Captain Blake, it has been a pleasure to stay on your
island.  Under different circumstances I believe
it would have been even harder for me to say good-bye
today.”


               
“I completely understand Ms. Francis.  Perhaps
under better circumstances you may find yourself visiting in the
future.”


               
“Perhaps.”


               
“And you Ms. Dubois was your stay here favorable; under the
circumstances?”

               
“I would say it has been one of the most memorable experiences of
my life.  On so many levels.” 
She held his gaze for longer than normal as Rebecca watched the two
interact.  Something was up between the
two.  Perhaps Christina was right, maybe the
pirate was remembering.  And if that were the
case, then maybe she wouldn’t have a hard time convincing this man
to follow her.


               
“I guess you already know the plan for your
departure.  My ship will take you only so far and
then you’ll be driven by carriage.”


               
“And the ransom, will it be delivered when we arrive?” Christina
asked glancing at the head of the table to the man she had come to
admire, wandering if he knew that Alan Chandler probably wouldn’t
give up the money very easily and that there could be a
showdown. 


               
“I decided to not accept the ransom Cherie.  I
believe that it was a mistake to possibly anger the owner of a huge
shipping trade.  Instead I sent a letter of
apology and explained that you and Ms. Francis were unharmed and as
soon as the weather permitted, to be brought safely back into the
bosom of your family.”


               
“Why Captain Blake, you are a most generous gentleman after
all.”


               
“Thank you Ms. Francis.”


               
Christina only stared at the man before her. 
“What response did you receive?”


               
“I did not receive one.”


               
“Then is it possible that my parents are unaware of the situation
as well.  How do you know that we will be met
without hostility towards you?”


               
“I don’t.  But I will hope that they will have
received the telegraph in time.”


               
“This changes everything then.”  She turned to
the man at the head of the table.  “Your word
Captain Blake was that I would be allowed to go to New Orleans
instead.”


               
“Christina I can’t allow that.  If I am to be
proven a man of my word and show good faith that you are unharmed,
you must be on that carriage when it arrives in
Carolina.”


               
“Rebecca will be on it.  She will tell them that
I am fine and that you did not harm us.  They
trust her.”


               
“I cannot allow you to travel alone to New
Orleans.  I’m already stretched thin enough
sending Jean Felipe with you to Carolina.”


               
“I won’t be traveling alone.  I want you to go
with me Rafe.”


               
“Ismael!”  He slammed his fist onto the table in
front of him in frustration.  “My name is
Ismael,” he sighed resignedly.  “Ms. Francis, I
would ask that I have a private moment with your
ward?”


               
“Of course.   I’ll just go find
Jean.”  Rebecca laid her napkin on the table and
rose from her place.  She looked hesitantly at
Christina, and then left the room.


               
“Why do you insist on continuing this charade
Rafe?”


               
“Christina stop.”


               
“No, I will not stop.  I know you’ve regained
most if not all of your memory.  I can see it in
your eyes.  They are
different.  They are the eyes I remember as a
child.”


               
“You are wrong.”


               
“Am I?,” she rose from her seat and walked to stand beside Ismael’s
chair.  He turned hesitantly to her and stared
not at her face, but at the delicate rose print of her
dress.  He couldn’t meet her eyes and see the
same pain there he felt in his own heart.  “ Fine
then. Can you honestly say that you would put me on a ship to sail
away from you again?  It almost killed us both,
last time.”


               
“Christina, we were children.”  Rafe knew the
moment the words were out, that it was over.  She
knew and there was no going back.


               
 “You don’t have to pretend with me,” she gently
laid her hand upon his cheek and turned his face up to
hers.  “Can’t you see this is
fate?  You were meant to ransack our ship and
take us hostage.  I was destined to find you and
bring you back.”


               
“But that’s where you’re wrong mon amour,” Rafe took her hand and
kissed her delicate palm.  “I can never go
back.”


               
“Of course you can.  We’ll go
together.”


               
“You don’t understand.  I am Captain Ismael
Blake, pirate, thief and so on.  I’ll be arrested
as soon as I step foot on land.”


               
“You are Rafael Benoit, heir to one of the oldest families in
Louisiana.  They would not dare arrest
you.”


               
“Ah, beautiful Chrissie Anne, how I missed your fire and free
spirit after you left.  I sulked for days,
staying at the house, not doing anything at
all.”  He gently drew her down onto his
lap.  He pushed a tendril of honey-gold hair
behind her delicate ear.  “Even years later I
still thought of the pretty little blue-eyed blond child that had
stolen my heart.  It almost killed me to walk
away from you that day on the docks.  I came back
hours later to find your ship had sailed and no trace of you
left.”


               
“I died a little that day too.”


               
“I named my first ship after you.”


               
“I know.”


               
“How?”


               
“Your father.”


               
“My father?  Is he
well?”


               
“He will be better when he sees you.”


               
“Perhaps.”


               
“You must return with me Rafe.”


               
“Christina this could be disastrous.  I will most
likely be taken into custody the second I step foot on
land.”


               
“Then we will fight to see that, that does not
happen.”


               
“You lighten the world Chrissie Anne.”


               
“No, it’s just that you’ve brought me out of the
darkness.  Will you go to New Orleans with me
Rafe?”


               
“I believe that if I do not, you will shackle yourself to me and
persuade my crew that you are the interim captain on account of my
recent head injury.”


               
She smiled devilishly at him. 
“Never.  I’m your first mate. 
I only have to tell them that you made a pact long ago, that my
first trip as first mate, you would have to follow wherever I
lead.”


               
“Then I suppose you have me at a
crossroads.”


               
“I have you right where you should be, with me,” she then leaned in
for a kiss.


               
“Ahem, sorry to interrupt Captain, but the ship has been
sited.”


               
“Thank you Jean.  When they arrive, inform the
crew we’ll be setting sail for New Orleans.  You
will accompany Ms. Francis on one of the other ships and then meet
me in New Orleans.”


               
The little Frenchman smiled and glanced between the two young
people who had quickly separated at his
interruption.  “New Orleans,
monsieur?”


               
“Yes, Jean, it would seem that I’m going
home.”


               

Rebecca arrived at the hotel
dining room to find Alan Chandler and Christina’s parents waiting
for her.  Obviously they were expecting their
daughter to be with her and the look on their faces told of their
surprise in not seeing her.


               
“Ms. Francis, where is Christina?”  Mr. Dubois
asked rather impatiently.


               
“Please sir, if you will have a seat, I’ll tell you
everything.”


               
“Of course we will not have a seat Miss.  Where
has Miss Dubois gone to and why is she not
here?”


               
Rebecca looked at the young man in front of her and realized that
he was completely wrong for Christina and how could her parents not
see that.  He was too pushy, snobbish and
harsh.  “Christina decided to return to New
Orleans.”


               
“She what?  But why?”


               
“For her own reasons.  She asked that I give you
this letter explaining everything.  I will be
leaving shortly to meet her there.  You are
welcome to join me.”


               
“You’ve let her travel alone Ms. Francis,” this from Daphne Dubois
who seemed the least disturbed by her daughter’s
actions.


               
“Well mademoiselle, she is not alone.”  This was
the most difficult part of Rebecca’s news, for she had hoped to
avoid the subject if at all possible.  “She is
accompanying Mr. Blake.”


               
“That blackguard!  I knew he would not keep his
word.  Philippe I warned you to not trust
him.”  Alan began to raise his voice and cause
other patrons of the dining room to stare.


               
“Hold on, there is more.”  Rebecca looked at the
couple before her and smiled.  “It would seem
that the Captain Blake is also the long lost Rafael
Benoit.”


               
“I don’t understand.”  Philippe looked to Rebecca
for clarification.


               
“It’s all in her letter Monsieur Dubois.”


               
Daphne smiled and patted Rebecca’s hand.  “You
must be famished after that long ride, please let us order and you
can then rest in our apartments.”


               
“But Mademoiselle Dubois, are you going to just let your daughter
be swept away by that heathen?”


               
“Christina obviously knows what she is doing
Alan.  Come let us eat and then we will decide
what to do.”


               

On Captain Blake’s ship,
Rafe and Christina shared the captain’s bed. 
“What do you remember of your ship’s
wreck?”


               
“Not much.  I remember the storm came upon us
suddenly.  The crew scrambled about trying to
lower the sails and tie off the lines.  It didn’t
help though, we were doomed.”


               
“And afterward?”


               
“I remember from the point I was found, but nothing in
between.  The woman who found me said I was just
floating aboard a small piece of driftwood on the
shoreline.”


               
“You must have been frightened, not knowing who you
were.”


               
“I don’t know.  I guess I just accepted what was
told to me.”


               
“And now that the memories are back, do you regret the time you
lost?”

               
“Of course.  But I also am grateful for the
experiences I’ve gained,” he ran a hand gently over the curve of
Christina’s thigh and felt her shiver slightly. 
“Besides, if things had not turned out as they have, perhaps we
would not be as we are right now.”  He then
continued to rouse the young maid to heights of
frenzy.


               
“You would probably be married by now with dozens of children
running around.”


               
“You are probably right.  And what about you
pickles?  What would you be doing right now if I
had not captured you that night?”


               
“I would probably be at my family’s home in Illinois right
now.”


               
“With this man, Alan?”


               
“Possibly.”


               
“Do your parents approve of him?”

               
“Why?  Are you jealous?”


               
“Of course not, you are here with me, are you
not?”


               
“Yes, I am.  And yes, they approve of him, but I
do not.  I don’t trust the man; he seems overly
ambitious and domineering.”


               
“And you my dear could never be
dominated.”


               
“You seem to be doing quite well at keeping me in line.”

               
“That’s because I haven’t allowed you out of my bed since we’ve
boarded this ship,” and he rolled atop her and pinned her arms
above her head.  “And here is where you’ll stay
until we dock.”


               
“Is that a threat, capitan?”


               
“A promise mon amour.”


               
“That’s the second time you’ve called me your
love.  Rafe, do you love
me?”


               
“I suppose I’ve always loved you deep down.  At
least a memory anyway.”


               
“I have loved you from the day we met.  Do you
remember?”

               
“A memory that still eludes me.  Remind
me.”  He began to lazily place delicate kisses
under her chin and along her jaw line to her
earlobe.


               
“I’m sure we met several times before this once, but this was the
day I most remember.  And you must stop that or
you will never hear the story.”


               
“Stop what?”


               
“Devouring me.”


               
He chuckled.  “Is that what I’m
doing?  Devouring you?”


               
“Yes.”


               
He smiled down at her, “All right then, I’ll
stop.”  He rolled from atop her, but brought her
along so that she was atop him now.  But she
gently laid her head upon his chest and he began to stroke her long
hair.  This was his favorite position she knew
and so indulged him as she told her story.


               
“I think I was three and barely able to keep up with anyone, much
less a mean old boy.”


               
“Hey!”


               
“It’s true.  You were mean. 
You pulled my hair and pushed me away when I would follow
you.  You even gave me that awful
nickname.”


               
“Pickles.”


               
“Yes, pickles.  But alas, I must have enjoyed the
torture on some level because I continued to follow you
around.  You hid from me in the big oak tree
between our houses and then jumped down to scare me
away.  But you twisted your ankle when you
landed.  You cried like a
baby.”


               
“Did not.”


               
“You did too!  And I stayed with you and helped
you hobble home.  From that day on, you let me
tag along with you.  Until you began to notice
the girls in town.”  Rafe coughed to clear his
throat, but stifled a groan as well.


               
“I couldn’t very well put moves on the ladies with a little sea
urchin tagging along now could I?”


               
“You hurt my feelings on several
occasions.”


               
“I’m sorry Pickles.  You must understand that it
was not to hurt you.  But a young man
is…”


               
“I understand Rafe.  Trust me I
do.”


               
Both became silent for several moments remembering the
past.


               
“Did you forgive me?”

               
“Not for many years.”


               
He smiled into her glorious hair and wandered how they could be
more in tune with each other, more than they already
were.  “Which time?”


               
It was Christina’s turn to smile.  “You know
which one.”

               
“Yes I know.”


               
“I realized that you couldn’t have done anything
Rafe.  It was wrong of me to ask for your help
like I did.”


               
“You were a child being ripped from the only home you ever
knew.  I’m sure you were scared and
lonely.  I was supposed to be the rock that could
anchor you.”


               
“I like that analogy.  You as my
rock.”


               
“Christina?  What will you do after your business
in New Orleans?”


               
“That depends.”


               
“On what?”


               
“You.”


               
“I told you I can’t make any promises.”


               
“I know what you said, and then I know what your heart will say,”
and she kissed him over that very important part of his
body.


               
“Perhaps I shall just kidnap you again, and keep you as my
slave.”


               
“Have you kept many slaves since you’ve been a
pirate?”


               
“Many, ma petite.”

“And what exactly do these
slaves do for you capitan?”

“Whatever I ask of
them.”


               
“Hmmmm,” she purred, “Perhaps I could be persuaded, aaahh, I mean
threatened into obeying you then.”


               
“I have very unique torturing ideas to get people to do what I
want.”  Rafe tugged gently at her hair and she
raised her head up to stare into his dark eyes. 
“Shall I bend you to my will?”


               
“You may try.”


               
“Oh I’ll do more than try senorita.”  And he
flipped her over once again and showed her his many ideas of
torturing a beautiful young woman’s body.

 


               

The ship docked in New
Orleans two days later under balmy skies.  The
smell along the water way was heavy with decaying fish and the dock
workers sweat.  Christina held a handkerchief
delicately over her nose as they passed along the wharf and into
the city.  Rafe hailed a passing carriage and
secured them a ride to the Benoit plantation within the
hour.


               
“Are you anxious to see your papa after so
long?”


               
“Yes.  I know you’ve told me that he was ailing
in health when you and Ms. Francis arrived, but then he was doing
better before you left.  I’m just still worried
that my arrival could set him back.”


               
“I can promise you that won’t happen.”


               
“Does he look the same?”


               
“He is older Rafe, as we all are.  You will make
him feel younger just by showing you are still
alive.”


               
“Perhaps I will give him too much of a shock and he will have heart
palpitations.  Maybe you should go on ahead and
prepare him for my arrival.”


               
“No, we will arrive together.  He’ll be happy
Rafe.  Happy.”  She patted his
hand and they continued on down the
street.


               
Several people watched the handsome couple strolling together and
wandered if they were rich travelers from abroad or newly married
honeymooners.  Other eyes watched their movements
knowing exactly who they were and waiting patiently for the right
moment to approach the pair.

Rafe and Christina asked to
be let out at the end of the long drive to the Benoit plantation so
that Rafe could refamiliarize himself with his surroundings before
seeing his father.


               
“Everything has changed.”


               
“Yes.  It’s aged, but
beautifully.  The house and surrounding areas
were a little overrun, but I’m sure that things have been modified
since my visit.  I helped your papa arrange for
additional help to maintain the house.”

“What happened to the
help?  Was there no one with him?”

“Only one man-servant.  Your father refused
anyone else for many years.”

“Stubborn old
man.”

“Like father, like son,” she
playfully patted him on the arm, and then took it as they began to
stroll up the pathway to the house.

Immediately, Rafe’s senses
awakened to the never forgotten smells of home. 
He closed his eyes and breathed deeply of the magnolias lining the
courtyard.  “For years after you left, I would
think of you when I smelled the
magnolias.”


“Really?”


“Yes.”

“You can be charming when
you want to, my gentleman pirate.”

“I’m
serious.  Even before you sailed away I
associated particular smells and sounds with you.”

“Tell me, what sounds?  My yelling like the
banshee?  Or my pestering like the
fly?”

“Many of those things, but
most of the all the smell of the flowers.  I’ve
missed that.”

“Come on
Rafe.  We need to see your
father.  You both need
this.”

She led them to the
staircase and began to ascend ahead of him.  The
door was suddenly flung open and a force to be reckoned with
barreled out the open door and onto the landing with the speed of a
man a quarter his age.


“Son?”


“Papa?”

“You’ve brought him home ma
Cherie.  I knew it.  I knew it
was a sign.  Come.  Come here
my son.”

Rafe lumbered forward and
grasped the now visibly weakening man before he collapsed from the
shock that overwhelmed them both.  “Papa, it is
me.  You must calm yourself. 
Christina has said you were ill.”

“Was ill,
son.  I’m fine now.  I have my
son back and that is enough to sustain me for a thousand
lifetimes.”

“Still, we should be
careful.  Perhaps a drink will settle
us.”

“Yes, come
in.  I’ve been readying the
house.  I knew something was going to happen,
just not what.  You will love how things are the
same as when you left, but cleaner,” and he winked at
Christina.  Charles led them inside and stopped
once more on the threshold of his centuries old
home.  “Welcome home son.  You
have been missed.”  And he hugged Rafe for the
first time in seven years.  “And you my child,”
he grabbed Christina as well and pulled her into the
embrace.  “For this I can never repay
you.”  He smiled at her with tears in his
eyes.  “I want to know
everything.  Where you’ve been and what befell
you to keep you from your home.”

“All in good time
papa.  Come, let us sit down and rest
first.”

“Of course, you both must be
tired after your journey.  I will have Duffey
fetch us a drink.”

Rafe sent Christina a
knowing look and smiled at her.  She winked back
at him and shrugged her shoulders as if to say, “I told you it
would be like this.”

Charles regaled his son of the goings on in New Orleans. 
Both the good and the bad as well.  “For year’s son, the
grounds fell into disrepair.  It was my fault of course, I
should have been more active, but I missed you so much.”  He
proceeded to tell him of Christina’s and Ms. Francis’ arrival and
his reawakening.  “By the way dear, where is your lovely
companion?”

“She went toNorth Carolina on an errand, but she’ll be joining
us in a few days.”

“Wonderful.  I enjoyed her company immensely.”

“Rebecca enjoyed it as well, I’m sure.”  Christina stifled
a yawn behind her hand and smiled at the two men in the room as
they stared worriedly at her.

“You must be exhausted my dear.  Why don’t you take the
room you had before and get some rest?  I’m sure Rafael and I
can find ways to entertain ourselves.”

“Thank you, I think I will.”

Rafe stood and ushered Christina to the parlor door.  “Are
you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine.  Just a little tired is all.”


               
“You’ve had a busy few days,” he smiled cunningly at her and moved
a wisp of her hair from her brow.  “Get some rest and I’ll see
you for lunch.”


               
“Enjoy yourself and get to know your father again, Rafe.  You
both need this time together.”  She then disappeared up the
stairs.


               
“Come son, sit beside me and let’s talk.”  Rafe rejoined his
father and for the next several hours they regained the
relationship that had been denied them so long.


               
That evening, Christina sat at the dining table with father and son
flanking her.  The mood was jovial, the conversation light,
and the food was excellent.


               
“Rafael has told me all about your stay on his island.  Is it
as beautiful as he proclaims?”


               
“It’s paradise Monsieur Benoit.  It was difficult for me to
leave.”


               
“I imagine so.  But I am so happy to have you both here. 
Of course Rafe and I have many hours ahead of us to catch up on our
lives.”


               
“I’ve invited papa back to the island also, until I get the matter
of my indiscretions cleared up here as well.”


               
“It should not be a problem son.  I know all of the officials
her in New Orleans and they would surely have leniency on you when
they know the circumstances behind your actions.”


               
“Perhaps.  Perhaps not, papa.  You must be prepared if I
am held accountable.”


               
“But Rafe, you helped more than you harmed.  Surely that will
pull some weight with the authorities,” Christina worriedly laid
her hand upon his.


               
Charles noticed the casual contact, but had also noticed the more
intimate looks as well that passed between the two all
evening.  To see the two youngsters reminded him of himself
and his young wife Chloe.  It would not surprise him to see
something come of their relationship.  In fact it would
immensely please him to see his son and the beautiful young woman
Christina Dubois had become, nurture a relationship.


               
“Papa, tomorrow I would like to go out and take a tour of the
grounds and crops.  I would like to see how much things have
changed since I’ve been gone.”

               
“Yes, we will do exactly that.  It will do me good as well to
get out and see my lands.  We’ll get up early and go
out.  How does that sound?”


               
“Wonderful.”  Rafe turned his attention to Christina just in
time to see her stifle yet another yawn.  “I was going to ask
if you’d like to join us Christina, but it looks as if you are
still trying to recover some sleep from our journey.”


               
“I’m so sorry.  I’m just so tired these last few days. 
It’s quite unlike me.  But perhaps you are right, I am still
recovering.  I believe I will sleep in tomorrow if you
gentlemen can manage without me.”


               
“It will be a test for us both my dear,” Charles said smiling, “And
with that said, I think I’ll retire myself so I’ll be fresh in the
morning.  Bonne nuit.”  He then hugged his son and kissed
Christina’s hand.


               
“Good night papa.”


               
“Good night monsieur Benoit.”


               
“Shall I escort you to your room Mademoiselle Dubois?”


               
“You may monsieur,” she took his arm casually, but coyly smiled up
at him.  “But will you be joining me there this evening as
well?”


               
“Is that an invitation Pickles?”


               
“Do you accept?”


               
“You know I do.”


               
“Then of course it is an invitation.”


               
Suddenly, the once gentle man lifted the lady into his arms like
the pirate he was notorious for and raced up the stairs to her
chambers, slamming the door soundly behind them.

 


               

Rebecca watched the scenery pass swiftly by from her seat in the
rented carriage.  Christina’s mother and father sat opposite
her also looking outside.


               
“Oh my how things have changed Philippe.  It is still so
beautiful.”


               
“Yes very.  We’ll stop by our old place if you wish to
visit.”


               
“I do.”


               
Pounding hooves outside the carriage grew suddenly louder and
Philippe sat up straighter.  As the passengers watched, a
group of horsed men flew by their conveyance in a cloud of
dust. 


               
“My, I wander as to their rush.”


               
“There is no telling, dear.”

 

Ahead, Christina was awakened from her slumber by the loud
pounding of the front door.  She rolled over with the pillow
firmly attached to her head.  Just a few more minutes and then
she would arise.  But the pounding sounded once again. 
Then it abruptly stopped.  Good, someone had answered the
door.


               
Eventually, Christina made her way from the tousled bed, where she
and Rafe had made love numerous times the evening before.  She
washed from the basin on the nightstand and then carefully
dressed.  She did not want to be unprepared if there were
guests waiting downstairs.


               
However, there were no guests downstairs, just a very upset Duffey,
saying that some men had been inquiring as to the whereabouts of
Monsieur Benoit.


               
“What did you tell them, Duffey?”


               
“That he was out miss.”


               
“Do you know who they were?  Had you seen them before?”


               
“No miss.”


               
“Well, perhaps it was some neighbors?”


               
“Perhaps, but we haven’t had many visitors these past years, so I
couldn’t tell you who any of the neighbors were anyway.”


               
And then another round of knocks began sounding at the door. 
Duffey rushed to open the portal to the Dubois’ and Rebecca. 
“Maman?  Papa?  What are you doing here? 
Rebecca?”


               
“Oh Chrissie Anne!  Are you all right?”  Daphne surged
forward and embraced her daughter.


               
“Of course I am maman.  What is going on?  Why are you
here?”

               
“For you darling,” Philippe came forward to touch his daughter’s
cheek.  “We came to check on you.”


               
“Oh papa, I’m fine.  But how, when did you learn I
wasn’t…”


               
“We were in Carolina awaiting you.”


               
“Oh.  I thought only Alan would be there.”


               
“And when you weren’t with me, they decided to meet you here,”
Rebecca answered for them.


               
“Well then, I’m so happy you are here.  I’ve missed you both
so much.”


               
“Are you really all right dear?”


               
“Yes papa, I’m more than fine.  I have such a story to tell
you.”


               
“It will have to wait Christina.”  Charles walked in the door
at that time looking as if he had seen a ghost himself.


               
“Monsieur Benoit?”  Philippe rushed forward to steady the
man.


               
“Where is Rafe, Charles,” Christina also clamored forward.


               
“He’s been taken.”


               
“What?”


               
“Yes, it seems that your parents informed the law that he was
here.”


               
“We did no such thing Charles.  We only just arrived
ourselves,” Philippe tried explaining.


               
“It was a man acting as your liaison.  Alan Chandler he called
himself.”


               
“Alan?  What is Alan doing in New Orleans?”  Christina
looked to her parents for an explanation.


               
“We thought he had gone home after you had decided to come
here.  We did not know he would come here of all places,”
Daphne looked worriedly at her husband.


               
“Well, he did and now he’s had Rafe arrested.  I must go find
him and try to find out what is going on.  Charles, where were
they taking Rafe?”   Christina quickly grabbed her bonnet
and shawl from the hall table.


               
“To the jail.  He’ll be apprised of his charges this
afternoon.”


               
“Charges?  What is going on here Christina?”  Philippe
turned to his daughter with questions filling his eyes.


               
“Papa please, not now.  I must go to Rafe.”


               
“I’ll go with you Christina,” Rebecca said quickly.


               
“Papa, I’ll need the carriage you rented.”


               
“Of course, but I’m coming with you.  I think you’re going to
need all the help you can get.  You can explain things on the
way.”


               
“I’ll stay with Charles,” Daphne took the elderly man’s arm who
looked as if he were going to collapse any moment.


               
“Thank you maman.  Don’t worry Monsieur Benoit; I’ll get to
the bottom of this.”


               
“I know you will Cherie.  I just hope it isn’t too late.”
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The cell that they put him in was filthier than the worst latrine
he had ever seen.  Of course they had also roughed him up a
bit before they threw him through the heavily ironed bars, so
perhaps his swollen eyes were making it worse than it actually
was.  The smell alone had him gagging at first, but after a
few hours it became tolerable when he realized they were not going
to be moving him any time soon.  Rafe was not surprised that
the law had caught up to him, but he was surprised how they had
been alerted to him.  Alan Chandler was everything Christina
had said he would be.  Arrogant, and sure of himself, Rafe had
seen his type before and he sure as hell didn’t want the man
anywhere near Christina.  She was right to be leery of the
man.  Rafe saw a mean, demented streak in him and that could
pose a threat to Christina if she weren’t careful.  He
intended to get word to Jean Felipe to keep an eye on Mr. Chandler
until Christina was safely back with her family.


               
Suddenly the door to the corridor outside his cell opened and a
guard appeared.  “You have a visitor.”


               
Rafe was elated, thanking heaven above that he wouldn’t have to
wait long to talk to Jean Felipe.  But it wasn’t Jean Felipe
who came through the door.  It was Christina.


               
“Oh my God, what have they done to you,” she rushed forward and
reached through the bars for him.


               
“What are you doing here Christina?  You shouldn’t be
here.”


               
“I had to come.  I had to see you.  They almost wouldn’t
let me, but my papa has been pleading with the judge for
hours.”


               
“But why?  You knew this could happen.  You should just
let me handle this.”


               
“I will not stand by while they throw you into the wringer.”


               
“I committed crimes Pickles.  Treason in some eyes.  That
alone is death.”


               
“Don’t even say it.  Don’t think it you hear me,” she
desperately reached for him as tears blurred her vision.  “I
just found you, I can’t lose you again.”


               
Rafe came closer and took her hands in his.  “Christina, I
knew this could happen, in fact, I expected it.”


               
“Then why?  Why did you come back?”


               
“For you.  For my father.  For myself.  It was time
I stopped running.  You gave me a life back, and for that I
will always be grateful.”


               
“I share that life with you Rafe, forever remember.”


               
“Don’t.  Don’t say it.”


               
“No!  You listen to me.  We will fight this.  You
are a good man Rafael Benoit.  We will fight this and
win.”


               
Rafe smiled at this slip of a woman before him and fell more in
love with her than he could possibly imagine.  “I hope so
Pickles.  I hope so.”


               
“We will win.  Don’t you worry.  Now, I have something to
do, but I’ll be back.”


               
“No Christina, don’t come back here.  It’s no place for a
lady.”


               
“Too late, you hang in there, I’ll be back.”  She then kissed
him briefly through the bars and backed away smiling.

Rafe’s second visitor of the day was Philippe Dubois.  Rafe
remembered a tender man who cared for his family deeply and who had
been a great friend to his father.  The man that stood before
him was the same except for the gray around his temples.


               
“Son, it would seem you’ve got yourself into a fine mess.”


               
“Yes sir, it does seem that way.”


               
“Well I’m here to help figure you a way out of this.”

               
“Not sure there is a way out of this.”


               
“Maybe not, but maybe we can make it better.  Now my daughter
has a good idea, and I’m here to give you my blessing on her
behalf.”


               
Rafe really looked confused now.  Here was a man who he had
not seen in many years telling him that he will help him with the
situation that looks to be hopeless, by giving him a
blessing.  Had the man forgotten that it was he that had held
his daughter hostage and pillaged his ship?  “Your blessing
monsieur?”


               
“Yes of course, I think you’re going to have your hands full for
awhile.”


               
“I’m sorry, I’m not following,” Rafe said rubbing his already
pounding head.


               
About that time, the corridor door opened again and Christina came
in again, followed by a stout man of the cloth.  “Wait! 
Hang on,” Rafe threw his hands up in protest as if to ward off
demons.  “I’m not dying Christina.  I’m just a little
beat up.  I don’t need my last rites just yet sweetheart.”


               
“I know that silly.  He’s not here to pray for your soul’s
departure.  He’s here to marry us.”


               
Rafe’s thought processes were blurry at best.  After the
beating he had taken and the poor nutritional condiments his
captors had provided him, he thought perhaps he’d suffered some
delirium, but at Christina’s proclamation, his mind rang clear as a
bell.  In fact he began to hear bells, warning bells. 
“What did you say?”


               
“He’s here to marry us.”

               
“Yes, that’s what I thought you said.  Are you out of your
mind Pickles?  We can’t get married.  I’m a…”


               
“Stop right there Rafael Benoit.  Whatever you are about to
say, don’t.  You listen to me.  You are going to marry
me.  Today.  Right now.  You want to know why? 
Well, I would like to believe it’s because of love, but I’m not
totally naïve as to believe that you are completely in love with me
just yet.  So we are getting married to help you with your
case.  Our marriage will look good for you because it shows
that I have forgiven you for kidnapping me.  We could also use
my papa’s acceptance of the union to your credit as well as the
gracious release you made of his ship and cargo to your
favor.  Upon my father’s reputation, people will see that him
giving you his daughter in marriage as a sign of forgiveness and
good faith.  Rebecca is working right now with Jean Felipe to
acquire character witnesses on your behalf from here to
Mexico.  And your papa‘s good name still holds a lot of weight
here in New Orleans.  We will have doctors who specialize in
amnesia take the stand on your behalf, who will explain that you
were not aware of the things you did as Rafael Benoit and so formed
an alternate lifestyle to accommodate your situation.  None of
this by your fault, just bad circumstances.  But of course, we
must start somewhere and that is by getting married.  To
me.  Right here and now.”


               
Rafe looked at Christina, then at Philippe.  “You actually are
going along with this?”


               
“I told you she had a good idea.”


               
“No, this is not a good idea.  It’s bad.  Horrible. 
I won’t do it.”


               
“But you must Rafe.  Please,” Christina grabbed the iron bars
and leaned into them.  Tears came to her eyes and Rafe came
forward and rubbed them away.  “Don’t you see, it’s the only
way.”


               
“I can’t do that to you Christina.  There is no guarantee and
then you would be labeled a convict’s wife.”


               
“But we must try.  Don’t you see that?  I would never
forgive myself if we did not try.”


               
“I can’t even give you a proper honeymoon,” he whispered between
the bars.


               
“I’ve already had one,” she said smiling back at him.


               
“Are you sure this is what you want?”


               
“I love you more than anything in this world.  I always have I
think.  So yes, it is what I want.”


               
“All right then.   Padre, I believe you have a wedding to
perform.”


               
Christina smiled angelically at him and clasped his hands tightly
through the bars.  And as her papa watched, the pair became
husband and wife within minutes.

 


               

Rafe was escorted into the courtroom in chains both at his feet
and hands.  His guards had not afforded him a bath, but he had
made the best of what Christina was allowed to bring him, which
consisted of a clean white shirt and dark trousers.  His black
Hessian boots he polished haphazardly himself with the rags from
his cot, and he tied his long black hair back with a leather
strip.  Even in the chains he appeared to be a privileged man
of power, and he carried himself as such.  Every man wanted to
be him, and every woman wanted to be his.  But as he walked
awkwardly to the front of the room, he only had eyes for one woman
in the room, his wife.


               
Christina smiled brightly at Rafe and clasped her hands tightly in
her lap, her only sign of nervousness.  She had dressed
especially careful today.  She wanted the people of New
Orleans to see that Rafe had not intimidated a weak willed woman,
but had married a strong southern woman who would stand by him
proudly.  Her hair was shining gold and pulled loosely atop
her head.  Her dress was a bright yellow and showed off her
trim figure to perfection.  Christina surrounded herself with
her maman and papa on one side and the elder Monsieur Benoit on her
other.  Rebecca had yet to arrive.  She had been
diligently gathering anyone who could give information as to Rafe’s
or even Ismael’s character.  She had traveled from the bayou
of Louisiana to the small inlet towns on the coast to get all the
help she could.  Several business owners had arrived that
Ismael had given cargos of lumber back too after the Mexican
government had confiscated it in Texas.  There was a doctor
present who had been captured in a raid of a small village by
thieving bandoliers.  Ismael had rescued the doctor and most
of the men from the village as well.  People even from Rafe’s
younger years in New Orleans were coming forward to stand up for
their native son.


               
Rafe was standing trial for kidnapping, conspiracy, piracy and
treason.  The most serious accusation being the charge of
treason which held a sentence of death.  Rafe’s lawyer was
looking to get the charges of kidnapping dropped and the conspiracy
and piracy charges reduced.  The treason charge he hoped also
to have dropped, citing Rafe’s amnesia, but most of all Rafe’s
innate sense to give back to the people that his own government was
hurting.


               
Most of the morning was spent dictating Rafe’s life history. 
Christina sat behind him and stared fixedly at his profile as he
turned slightly to face the jury.  She could see the worry
lines around his mouth and she ached to smooth them with kisses and
warm caresses.  Once, he caught her eye and winked at
her.  She blushed prettily, and smiled at him before he turned
away gain.  She listened intently to the various witnesses
called on Rafe’s behalf and those that were not.


               
Alan Chandler also sat amongst the audience.  He however was
not there to support Monsieur Benoit, but to make sure he was
punished.  Christina really surprised him with the news of
their marriage and that put a damper on his mood somewhat, but he
still looked on with a smug smile to see the pirate chained and in
custody.  Occasionally he would catch Christina’s gaze on him
and he would nod politely to her.  She only nodded back, but
he knew her temper flared just beneath that calm demeanor, and he
meant to see it before this was over.

The trial lasted for three days, and by the last day, Christina
was a nervous wreck.  She had hardly slept a wink and had ate
next to nothing.  Her stomach and been queasy for days and
just the thought of food when Rafe was getting slop to eat, made
her turn up her nose.  She rose early on the last morning and
went to see Rafe in his cell.


               
“Pickles, you look tired.  There are dark circles under your
eyes.” He held her hands through the bars, “and your nails are
bitten to the quick.  Please, you mustn’t worry so, and get
some rest.”


               
“I will after I have you home beside me.”


               
“Home.  That sounds wonderful.”


               
“It will be, you’ll see.”


               
“Christina, we need to talk.”


               
“About what?”  She touched his cheek affectionately.


               
“If things don’t work out…”


               
“Stop it!  I won’t have you talking like that.”


               
“Listen.  Please mon amour.  If things don’t go our way,
I want you to get our marriage annulled and move on with your
life.”


               
“Absolutely not.”


               
“Listen to me damn it!”  He pulled her roughly against the
cage and squeezed her wrists.  “I will have nothing for
you.  Everything I own will go to the state.  Papa would
gladly share his home with you, but I can’t stand to think you
being alone there with no one but a lonely old man for
company.  You should go back home to your parent’s. 
Fulfill your dream of being a teacher.”


               
“My home is and always will be here with you in New Orleans. 
And you or no one else can ever change that.”  The tears she
had been holding back for days came now freely.  “You can’t
send me away again, Rafe.  I won’t go this time.  No
matter what happens, I will always be your wife, your lover, your
soul mate.  I will live beside you, bear your children, love
you every single day of our lives, and then die beside you. 
Now do you hear me, I will not leave you.”


               
“I thought you would say that.  You want to have children with
me, Pickles?”


               
“Yes.  I want to have little boys with your hair and
eyes.”


               
“And little girls that look like their maman,” he smiled sadly at
her.


               
“Please don’t Rafe.  Don’t be sad.”


               
“I just hope that I can give you those things you want.”


               
“Perhaps you already have,” and she touched her flat stomach.


               
“What?  Are you saying…?”


               
“I don’t know.  It’s too early to tell.”


               
“Oh Christina, what have we done?  I’m so sorry,” he released
her hands and turned to stalk away from her.


               
“Don’t you dare be sorry?  If we have created a new life, it’s
a part of you and me and everything good we have shared.  Our
love for each other created something beautiful, so don’t say you
are sorry because I’m not.”


               
“If you are pregnant Christina, my father will take care of you
both.”


               
It was then that Christina lost her temper.  She screamed at
him, “I don’t need your father!  I need you!  I need the
man who whisked me away to a tropical island and made me fall in
love with a pirate.  I need the man who makes my knees go weak
every time I see him, and my heart begins to beat double time when
he touches me.  All of that is you and I will not settle for
less.”


               
The guard then came through the door.  “Times up
mademoiselle.”


               
“I won’t give up Rafael.  Please don’t either,” she then
turned and left the room.


               
Rafe watched her go and then sunk down on his cot.  He cradled
his head in his hands and began to think.  After a moment of
two, he knew of something that might help Christina should she need
it and he wasn’t there to give it to her.


               
“Guard?”  He called loudly from his cell.  The man opened
the door to peer in.  “I haven’t given you trouble, or asked
for anything.  I would like one small favor.”


               
“I’m listening,” the man replied.


               
“I would like a message sent to Ms. Rebecca Francis, requesting her
to visit me.”


               
“I’ll see what I can do.”


               
“Merci.”  Rafe then resumed his place on the cot to await his
wife’s friend and confidant.

 

 

“He what?”


               
“He wants you to take his share of the proceeds from the island
stores and invest it for Christina.”


               
“But I can’t just turn that in right now, they’re waiting for those
things to surface so they can pin more charges on him.”


               
“He said you would know where to go to get things done.”


               
“But that is insane.  We stole most of it from them, what
makes him think they’ll buy it back?”

               
“He said you would know a way.  He did not tell me what it is
you will be selling,” Rebecca looked at Jean Felipe
speculatively.


               
“Then don’t be asking me either Cherie.”


               
“He only wants what is best for Christina should things not go his
way.”


               
“Wi.  I understand.  It will be done then.  And
Mademoiselle Francis, between you and me, Mademoiselle Benoit will
not have to worry about a thing for a long time when I’m done doing
what he asks.”

 


               
Christina listened intently as the judge read the accusations
against Rafe for the last time.  Rafe had not looked at her
once since entering the courtroom.  It had hurt her feelings
but she seemed to understand his mood as well.  Charles
squeezed her hand reassuringly and when she turned to him, he
smiled and voiced what she had been thinking.


               
“He looks nervous doesn’t he?”


               
“Yes.”


               
“I have a good feeling though.  Everything will work out.”


               
“I know it will.”  She then turned back to listen as the judge
began summarizing the trial.


               
“Rafael Benoit, do you understand the charges brought against you
today, here in this court?  You have been charged with
kidnapping, conspiracy to commit thievery, piracy on the high seas
and treason against these United States.”


               
Rafe nodded his assent, and then spoke up for everyone to
hear.  “Yes your honor, I do.”


               
“Very well then.  Let’s start with the kidnapping
charge.  It would seem after thorough investigation and in
light of your marriage to one of the so-called captives, those
charges have been dropped by all parties listed.  On the
second charge, conspiracy to commit thievery, you Rafael Benoit
have been found guilty by your peers.”


               
Christina gasped in the row behind Rafe, but he neither moved nor
looked back to her.  This was exactly how he saw things going,
and seeing her anguish would only make things worse.


               
“Rafael Benoit, you have also been charged with treason against
your country.  Unfortunately, it has been difficult to decide
which country you believed to hail from and under two
aliases.  The court today had to decide whether the treason
against the United States of America was enough to sentence you to
death.”


               
Rafe stared directly at the judge, not once showing his fear, even
though he quaked inside with it.  He didn’t want to die; he
had just begun to live again.  Rafe thought back to all the
times he had lain awake in the cabin of his ships, dreaming of his
life after he was done taking from the powerful to help the
poor.  He imagined himself on his island, happy to work
alongside the other people there who made the island prosper. 
Perhaps a beautiful woman to share it all with.  He always
knew though, in the back of his mind that there would be a day of
reckoning.  He just wished that the characters were different
this time and the people he loved could avoid being hurt by all of
his mistakes.


               
Rafe suddenly realized the judge had asked him a question and was
waiting for his answer.  “I’m sorry your honor.  My mind
is drifting lately; I’m not sure of what you are asking?”


               
“I asked if the result of this charge were left up to you, what
would you have us do with you?”


               
“Your honor, first I would have to tell you, everything I’ve done,
I did for the good of my people.  Now given, I did believe I
was of Mexican descent.  But even having said that, I never
took potentially harmful cargo from any country.  All
ammunition and armaments were destroyed.  Only food, chattel,
wines and hardware where given over.  I abhor violence; I
forbid it among my men where possible.  Never has a passenger
aboard my ships been killed or maimed and all were safely
transported to their destinations eventually.  Upon regaining
my memory, I voluntarily arrived to a city and country who knew me
only as a thief of the seas.  I came here as a son to my
ailing father and became a husband to one of your own.  I know
I’ve done wrong in many things, but treason, no sir, I don’t
believe I’ve committed heinous crimes against my country, my father
or my wife..  I will accept the punishment you give, sir.”


               
“Fortunately for you sir, your peers felt the same way.  Your
acts of treason have been lessoned to theft of government property
and shall be paid back in full.”  A collective sigh escaped
the onlookers, but before the din arose, the judge cleared his
throat once again.  “However, having said that, the penalty
for your crimes is none the less a strict one.  Rafael Benoit
you have been sentenced to a prison term not to exceed ten
years.  You will be assigned to Bossier Parrish penitentiary
and work off your time there.”


               
The court room was eerily silent after the proclamation.  Rafe
chanced a look behind him and saw the most beautiful sight he had
ever seen.  Christina was smiling brilliantly at him. 
And wander of all wanders, she stood beside him and took his hands
in her own.  “I will wait for you mon amour.”


               
Rafe blinked and thought maybe he was hallucinating, but when the
guards began to take him away, his lovely bride cried out loudly
for everyone to hear.


               
“I love you Rafael Benoit and I will be waiting for you at
home.  Come back to me safely.”

 

 









Epilogue


 


(Five Years Later)


 


 


 


 


               
The road to the mansion was lined with blooming azaleas in every
color imagined and the scent of magnolia hung heavily in the humid
air.  The house itself stood majestically amid
the oaks and cypress like a castle.  And on the
front steps sat the castle’s princess with long black braids in her
hair, a dirty gingham dress and mud encrusted boots, not on her
dainty feet, but sitting beside her.  She had her
hand resting lazily on a pale colored dog of mixed breed at her
side, and was singing a bawdy tune that would make a sailor
blush.  Rafe remembered that tune and wandered
where Jean Felipe was and when had he taught the child the
song.  The dog raised his head as Rafe drew
nearer the veranda.  The young child glanced up
at him and continued her song till she had
finished.


               
“I know that song,” Rafe said leaning against one of the white
pillars.


               
“My maman says I’m not supposed to sing it.  But
if no one’s around to hear it, then that means I ain’t singing
it.”


               
“True.”


               
“I know you.”


               
“You do?”


               
“Yes.”


               
“Well, you have me at a disadvantage then Cherie, because I don’t
think we’ve met.”


               
“My name is Chloe Patrice Benoit.  I’m named
after both my grandmamans.  My grandpapa says my
grandmaman Chloe was the most beautiful woman in the
world.  Well besides my maman and my grandmaman
Daphne too.  That’s where I got the Patrice
from.”


               
“It’s nice to meet you Chloe.”  Rafe stared at
the beautiful child and began to see a reflection of himself in
her.


               
“You are the man in the locket my maman wears around her neck and
kisses every night before bed.  You are my
papa.”


               
“Yes Chloe, I believe I am.  How do you feel
about that?”


               
“I guess you’ll do.  Master here likes you,” and
she patted the dogs head, “so I guess I do
too.”


               
“You’re going to let a dog be the deciding factor about your
papa?”


               
“Yes.  If he hadna liked you from the start,
you’d have been eaten alive before you even got ten paces down the
lane.”


               
Rafe had to laugh at that one, but didn’t doubt the child one
bit.  “And just where is your maman,
Chloe?”


               
The child pointed to the cypress grove.  “Up in
the old oak.  She goes there to think
sometimes.”


               
“Thank you Chloe.  I guess I’ll be seeing you
around.”


               
“I’d probably like that,” she then began singing her song
again.


               
Rafe left his pack on the steps by his daughter and her dog, and
slowly made his way quietly through the trees. 
The huge oak still stood majestically at the center of the
grove.  This year it seemed that everything was
more lush and fuller than in years before that Rafe could
remember.  That didn’t stop him from seeing
Christina’s dainty boot clad feet dangling from the moss covered
branches.  He stared up at her for awhile, just
admiring her still beautiful face as she rested against the trunk
of the tree. Her blue eyes were closed and she hummed a soft
tune.  Her hair was braided like her daughter’s
had been, but still retained that lovely golden
hue.  He couldn’t wait to feel the soft strands
and smell the flowery scent of it.


               
“Old oak trees still don’t grow pink leaves that I know of,
Pickles.”  He watched as her eyes flew open and
she jerked upright.  As if time had slowed, she
slowly looked down at him and then all too suddenly time fast
forwarded and she was falling out of the tree right into his
waiting arms.


 


 


 

 

 

 




The End
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